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Translators Preface 



In these translations, I have adhered to the Gebhardt Heidelberg text of 1926 ex- 
cept as noted. Leaving the task of annotation and exposition in the hands of more 
competent scholars, I shall confine myself in this Preface to a personal odyssey, a 
sort of voyage around Spinoza. 

At Oxford I do not remember that I read anything by Spinoza and very little 
about him. But thatlittle interested me strangely. So I attended the lectures given 
by H. H. Joachim, without much understanding. These lectures were delivered 
in the late afternoon, and as the sun streamed through New College windows onto 
the gray head of that venerable and beloved figure, it was for me an aesthetic ex- 
perience rather than an intellectual enlightenment. 

But the seed was sown. Many years later, being entrusted with the task of lec- 
turing to university extension adult classes, I chose Spinoza’s Ethics, using the edi- 
tion translated by Boyle. That edition was prefaced by an inspiring introduction 
by Santayana. But there were a number of passages in the translation that puzzled 
me, and when I sought out the original Latin in a library, I found that they were 
mistranslations. Writing to the publisher, I pointed out four such passagesand pro- 
vided my own translations. In due course I received a courteous reply, confirm- 
ing my criticisms and promising to incorporate my corrections in the next reprint. 
A check for £5 was enclosed (it should be remembered that £5 was worth far more 
in the 1950s than it is now). The next edition appeared with my corrections. 

Now I had tasted— justa sip— of the heady wine of authorship. Ambition grew; 
could I not improve on the Boyle translation? My offer to do so was courteously 
refused by the publisher as commercially un viable. 

In 1 972, at the age of 60, 1 resigned my post as headmaster of a grammar school . 
Gifted with the abundant leisure of retirement, I turned my mind to a translation 
of Spinoza’s Ethics. This I duly offered to some respected publishers in the United 
Kingdom. They declined, invariably with courteous regrets, but one of them, for- 
tunately, advised me to try Hackett Publishing Company in the United States. 

So began my long and happy connection with Hackett. My translation of the 
Ethics came out in 1982. Encouraged by a few laudatory reviews, I turned my at- 
tention to the Theological-Political Treatise, a work for which I have a fervent ad- 
miration. Thereafter, gently cajoled by Lee Rice, to whom I remain vastly 
indebted, I con tinued with the rest of Spinoza’s works with the exception of the 
Hebrew Grammar and the ShortTreatise on God, Man, and His Well-Being, which 
was originally written in Dutch. The results are here before you. 




viii Translators Preface 



A word on Spinoza’s Latinity. This was criticized by some earlier scholars, per- 
haps because of his modest admission in Letter 1 3, where he seeks the help of his 
more accomplished friends in polishing his hastily composed Principles of Carte- 
sian Philosophy. Unsure of himself as he may have been, he nevertheless suc- 
ceeded in forging for himself a powerful linguistic instrument, wonderfully lucid, 
devoid of all rhetoric, and with a peculiar charm of its own. It was an appropriate 
medium of expression for one who, in much of the Ethics, was nearing the limits 
of what it is that can be put into words. 

I could not have persisted with the task of translation without a steady convic- 
tion of its worthwhileness. To my mind, although Spinoza lived and thought long 
before Darwin, Freud, Einstein, and thestartling implications ofquantum theory, 
he had a vision of truth beyond what is normally granted to human beings. He 
was relentless in pursuit of a goal that was basically ethical and religious, ridding 
himself of the anthropocentric bias that is inevitably innate in human beings and 
manifested in their religious beliefs. His conclusions did not dismay him, as they 
did so many of his contemporaries when they realized the full implications. Even 
Henry Oldenburg, his correspondent for many years, in his later letters was ap- 
palled when he came to see the full implications of Spinoza’s radical thinking. 
But Spinoza boldly looked reality in the face and, far from being discouraged at 
what he saw, drew from it a spiritual sustenance, an elevation of mind that sup- 
ported him all his life. It is this aspect of Spinozism that is captured in the title of 
Errol Harris’ book Salvation from Despair. Such, then, are the considerations, 
purely personal, that have induced me to undertake this lengthy task. 

Finally, while I have never contributed to the rich field of Spinozan exegesis, 
I venture to share with readers an idea that continues to occur to me, one that may 
be capable of elaboration by other scholars. Genuine artistic creativity seems to 
us a mysterious business. Many writers, poets, painters, and composers have tried 
to indicate, with varying success, what happens in this process. They say that they 
do not know what they are doing or are about to do. They are, as it were, possessed. 
My own favorite illustration is Book IV of the Aeneid, where Vergil becomes so 
absorbed in the creation of his Dido character that the stammering Aeneas cuts 
a very unheroic figure; yet he should be the flawless hero, the prototype of his al- 
leged descendant Augustus. Can the essence of God be seen as the source of the 
ill-understood phenomenon that we call artistic creativity? In the “conatus” of hu- 
man beings, a conatus that derives from God’s potentia, do we see a shadow, an 
image, of God’s creativity, finding expression mostmarkedly in the process of artis- 
tic creativity? 

I conclude with a tribute to my wife, who heroically endured for many years 
my preoccupation with Spinoza. 



Samuel Shirley 




Introduction 



Reading the works of Spinoza, one can be overwhelmed by a sense of abstract 
rigor and detachment. They may seem to some readers the product of an almost 
mechanical mental life. This appearance notwithstanding, I am inclined to as- 
cribe to Spinoza a romantic set of virtues. He is among thinkers extraordinarily 
creative and novel; his thinking is marked by a marvelous intensity and focus; and 
yet his deepest commitments are to the most embracing unity and sense of com- 
prehensiveness that one can find in the tradition of Western philosophy. In short, 
Spinoza’s writings and his thought are marked by a kind of heroism that is rare 
and beautiful— even breathtaking. 

We are tempted to think that the notion of perspective or points of view, so cru- 
cial to the world of art, was not of importance to philosophy until Kant and Ger- 
man Idealism made it so. Kant, it is said, taught us what metaphysics could and 
could not accomplish by confining its investigations to the viewpoint of human ex- 
perience and then went on to distinguish between the detached point of view of 
the scientific enquirer and the engaged point of view of the moral agent. From 
those beginnings, German Idealism and its twentieth-century legacy made the 
notion of perspective or point of view central to philosophical accounts of human 
existence and human experience, from Fichte, Schilling, and Kant to Schopen- 
hauer and Nietzsche, to Husserl, Heidegger, and beyond. And with this legacy came 
a series of struggles, between the natural and the human sciences, between exis- 
tentialism and scientific philosophy, between relativism and objectivism, and more. 

But perspective was at the center of Spinoza’s system. H is thinking shows a pas- 
sion for unity and totality, coupled with a scrupulous fidelity to the integrity of the 
individual particular. There is no parochialism in Spinoza. His commitment to the 
progress of scientific enquiry into the natural world belied any such limitation in 
behalf of his cognitive goals. In everyway, in every dimension of our lives, Spinoza 
saw the common; he saw unity and wholeness. At the same time his allegiance to 
the universality of the ethical life and its virtues did not annul the personal per- 
spective of human experience. For him life was always a struggle against our finite 
limitations of perspective and particularity. Life was not life without such limita- 
tions, but neither could life be what it could be if we were satisfied with them. The 
world was of necessity filled with particular objects, but they existed within a single 
order. We are among those objects, and our goal is to do what we can, in knowledge 
and conduct, to live with our particularity and yet transcend it. Spinoza was fully 
aware of the necessity and the complexity of human perspective; he knew what it 
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meant to the hopes for scientific knowledge, for the burdens of religious, moral, and 
political conflict, and for the possibility of a truly blessed life. In a certain sense, per- 
spective is the fulcrum on which all Spinoza’s thinking turns. 

Spinoza lived in a world distant from our own. No amount of historical detail 
and reconstruction can adequately place us in the complex world of Western 
Europe in the seventeenth century. So much was new and yet so much was old. 
Spinoza was immersed in all of it, in a world that was, by virtue of its economic 
and geographical situation, at a crossroads. Spinoza knew about religious ortho- 
doxies and about religious reform; he knew about traditional culture and novel- 
ties; he knew about old texts and new thinking, about the tensions between 
conservative political practice and liberal hopes and aspirations; and he knew 
about the risks— persecution and possibly death. To him, reason in us was akin 
to reason in nature; one order permeated everything and enabled us, as rational 
beings, to understand ourselves and the whole and to live peacefully and calmly 
within it. This was the key to science, to ethics, and to religion. It was the key to 
all of life. It was his goal to show, clarify, explain, and teach it— to the benefit of 
all humankind. 

If the key that unlocked the secrets of possibility for us as human beings was 
unity and totality, the wholeness and order of all things, then the reality that 
grounded the aspiration to this unity and order was the fact that each of us, as nat- 
ural objects and as human beings, was precisely located in that unity and order; 
each of our places was determined in everyway, and we were thereby endowed 
with a very particular point of view on the whole. In a letter to Henry Oldenburg 
of November 1 665 (Ep32), as he attempts to clarify the nature of parts and wholes, 
Spinoza provides us with a famous image. Each of us is, he tells us, like a little 
worm in the blood. Nature is like the entire circulatory system or like the entire 
organism; each of us lives within that system or organism, interacting with only a 
small part of it and experiencing only a very limited region. Even if we grasp the 
fact that there is a total system and understand its principles to some degree, our 
experience is so circumscribed and narrow that we are bound to make mistakes 
about our understanding of the system and our place in it. Myopia confines our 
understanding, no matter how we seek to overcome it. And we do. We aspire to 
experience every detail, every event, and every item as part of the whole, to see it 
from the perspective of the whole rather than from our own narrow point of view. 
Our success is limited; we can free ourselves from prejudices and blindness but 
only to a degree. We can see ourselves and act in terms of the whole, but only 
within limits. Our goal is to free ourselves from the distortions and corruptions of 
our finitude, to become free, active, and rational. These are all the same, and are 
aspects of becoming like the whole, which is what the tradition dignifies with the 
title “God” or “divine” or “the Highest Good.” 

I do not believe that Spinoza saw this challenge and this sort of life as an es- 
cape from the world. History was riddled with strife and conflict, with prejudice 
and persecution. Life could be better; it could be harmonious with nature rather 
than a struggle with it. Religious and political institutions could be renovated to 




Introduction xi 



serve human purposes, and human life could be refashioned as well. The an- 
cient Stoics had understood that life in harmony with nature was the best human 
life, and that in order to achieve such harmony, one had to understand nature. 
Natural philosophy or science was both the highest achievement of human 
rationality and thekey to living thebesthuman life. Spinoza, I believe, fully sym- 
pathized with the broad strokes of this program. Like the Stoics, he revered rea- 
son and our rational capacities. Like them, he saw our reason and the reason in 
nature as intimately linked. Like them, he saw natural philosophy as the key to 
opening the door of the highest good and the way through that door as leading 
to tranquility of spirit, harmony with nature, and peace. To be sure, Spinoza was 
a modern. Natural philosophy meant the developments and achievements of the 
new science, conducted in the spirit of Descartes and others, grounded in math- 
ematics and a priori reasoning about natural events and causal relations. But if 
the science was modern and mathematical and the metaphysics constructed as 
a foundation for that science, the overall role for it and its goals were very simi- 
lar to those of the ancient Stoics: union with the whole of nature through knowl- 
edge of the natural order. 

Moreover, Spinoza would call the goal of this project— the human project— 
“blessedness.” He did not shy away from religious terminology, the vocabulary of 
the Judaism and the Christianity with which he was so familiar. Indeed, it is a re- 
markable feature of his temperament that his thinking never totally rejected reli- 
gious themes, beliefs, and vocabulary as much as it sought to refine and refashion 
them. One might say this about virtually all of the great seventeenth-century 
philosophers, that they did not decisively reject the religious world out of which 
they emerged and in which they lived. They sought to retool that world, to come 
to a new understanding of religious life and to revise religious concepts and ter- 
minology. Even those, like Hobbes and Spinoza, who were censored and vilified 
as atheists, did not reject religion. More correctly, we, from our perspective, can 
appreciate their philosophical goals as epistemological, ethical, and religious all 
at once. Spinoza, in these terms, was a religious visionary, a moral innovator, and 
a philosopher-scientist, not one but all. His passion for unity and wholeness made 
any fragmentation of this conglomerate undesirable, but the reality was that in his 
day, given the way that these and other domains of life were lived and experienced, 
any such fragmentation was quite impossible. 

Hence, Spinoza’s scientific philosophy and ethics aimed at tranquility in a con- 
flicted and turbulent world; they did not seek escape f rom that world but rather a 
renovation of it. His was a worldview for life, not for escape from life. It recom- 
mended changes in one’s behavior and one’s beliefs, practices, and institutions. 
What it did not recommend was escapef rom life. It was, as he put it in the Ethics, 
a meditation on life and not on death. 

One could seek the perspective of eternity in order to redeem the unavoidable 
perspective of finitude, but, as living and natural beings, we could not escape the 
latter and, as human beings, we should not avoid the former. This is the gist of 
Spinoza’s philosophy, his ethics, and his religion. The key to grasping this picture 
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of our hopes and our realities is reason, that ability within us that enables us to 
understand and make sense of our world and ourselves. 



Spinoza presents us with the totality of his system in one work: the Ethics. He also 
left us with a preliminary version of that work, as well as two treatises that consti- 
tute introductions to his philosophy, and writings that are examples of applica- 
tions of that work— to politics and religion. Because these do not completely agree 
with each other, all of this makes it hard to grasp his philosophical system. 

To me Spinoza is remarkable f or his creativity. He was an heir of a philosophi- 
cal terminology that came down to the seventeenth century from antiquity, the 
recovery of ancient philosophies and texts, and its presence in the medieval philo- 
sophical tradition. He did not invent terms like “substance,” “attribute,” “mode,” 
“affect,” “essence,” “necessity,” and “eternity.” He was taught the terms, how they 
were used, what they meant, and more. And he was taught how they figured in the 
thinking of Descartes, who was, for Spinoza, the bridge between the philosophical 
tradition and the new philosophy and new science. What Spinoza did was to take 
the tradition, Descartes’ accomplishment, and his own passionate commitments 
and blend them into a new whole, a new worldview. At one level, it is an extension 
and modification of Cartesian metaphysics; at another, it has its own character and 
demands a view of the natural order very different from that of Descartes. 

Spinoza has a relentless mind. His commitment to reason involves a commit- 
ment to consistency and rigor. This is not to say that he does not allow his reason 
to leap to conclusions that seem strange and even recalcitrant to us, and it is not 
to say that he never makes mistakes. What I mean is that he can be understood as 
starting with certain concepts whose meanings are clear and correct to him and 
pushing the consequences of accepting those concepts. He can also be under- 
stood as observing what Descartes had achieved and yet as believing that 
Descartes had failed to follow reason to its relentless conclusions because of prej- 
udices, biases to which Descartes had clung and which Spinoza saw as distortions. 
In thecase of the concept of substance, for example, Spinoza thought that he and 
Descartes largely agreed about what substance means, but he thought too that if 
so, there was no justification for treating minds and bodies as substances. More- 
over, if the principle of sufficient reason was foundational for scientific enquiry 
and if the natural world and even eternal truths were created by God, then a deep 
contingency would lie at the heart of nature and human knowledge. And even if 
one were to treat the physical world as a collection of bodies that causally inter- 
act and are capable of being understood by scientific enquiry, why exclude the 
mind and mental occurrences from similar understanding? Is it not only a preju- 
dice grounded in traditional theological commitments to isolate the mind or the 
soul, allow it special privileges, and grant it special features? Is it not more con- 
sistent with our understanding of nature, science, and the human good to treat 
the mind and mental phenomena just as one would treat physical ones and yet to 
do so in a nonreductivist way— that is, without simply treating mental events as 
identical in some sense with physiological ones? 
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While it may be a bit of a caricature, it is helpful to see Spinoza as seeking a 
middle ground regarding the treatment of mind, soul, and mental phenomena in 
a world where the physical sciences are beginning to take shape in new and ex- 
citing ways. On the one hand, the Cartesian strategy could be seen as having iso- 
lated the mind in order to save the integrity of certain theological commitments, 
such as the belief in free will and in the immortality of the soul. Science could 
not study the mind and mental phenomena in the same way it could study the 
physical world, using mathematical reasoning and applying it to causality, mo- 
tion, and so forth. The strategy of materialists like Hobbes, on the other hand, 
could be seen as reducing mental phenomena to physical ones— that is, basically 
to motions of various kinds— and defining mental processes and experiences in 
terms of motions of physical bodies. What Spinoza achieves, its problems notwith- 
standing, is a middle road. He constructs a view of nature as a whole in which 
physical events and mental events are both understandable, in which they are re- 
lated but separate, and in which the sciences of the physical world and of the men- 
tal world are related but distinct. It may be that Kant, Dilthey, and Neo-Kantian 
developments and later debates about the distinction between the natural sci- 
ences and the human sciences look like they are built on Cartesian foundations; 
there is also a sense in which they build on Spinozist ones as well. To the degree 
that the social sciences and psychology are conceived as requiring a scientific 
treatment of mental phenomena, they are Spinoza’s heirs, whether or not that sci- 
entific treatment is conceived of as similar to or different from the methodology 
of the natural sciences. Indeed, there are post-Kantian attempts by Wilfrid Sell- 
ars, John McDowell, and others to distinguish the domain of the mental and the 
“space of reasons” from the physical or the “space of causes.” These can even be 
treated as a development of Spinoza and his commitment to demystifying the 
mind and the body and to making both accessible to rational understanding and 
thereby, in a sense, to human control. 

There are two keys to this Spinozist achievement. The first is to conceive of 
the totality of the natural world as both the sum of all facts— that is, all things in 
all of their determinations— and the ordering force that determines all those facts 
to be just the ways they are. To conceive of nature as God and as substance gives 
the natural world the unity and orderliness that Spinoza believes science aspires 
to understand and makes it the case that everything we do and are finds its rational 
place within the totality of nature. The second key to Spinoza’s system concerns 
the “channels” whereby the single ordering force or principle (“God”) is the 
single active causal determining force of all there is, and actually determines 
things and their states in the world. At the highest level, where these “channels” 
are virtually identical to God or the one and only substance but are nonetheless 
wholly distinct from each other, Spinoza calls these “attributes” of substance, and 
while he thinks that in principle the one and only one substance has all the at- 
tributes that there are, there are but two that determine the world in which we 
live: thought and extension. In short, all the modes— things and their states— that 
make up the natural world are modes of thought and extension, and while schol- 
ars have debated exactly how the distinction between these attributes should be 
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understood, I believe that what Spinoza means is that we understand the single 
array of facts in the world by using both the physical sciences and the psycholog- 
ical sciences. In the famous Proposition 7 of Part II of the Ethics and in 
the scholium to that proposition, Spinoza indicates just this: that the order and 
connection of ideas or mental phenomena is one and the same as the order 
and connection of physical ones. This is a proposition with countless important 
implications throughout the remainder of the Ethics and Spinoza's system. 

As far as our attempts to understand the world go, then, for Spinoza these at- 
tempts are self-contained and comprehensive. All worldly facts should be exam- 
ined and studied in the same way; there is a uniformity to all of nature. Mental 
modes interact causally with mental modes, and physical modes interact causally 
with physical modes. But since, strictly speaking, there is just one set of facts in 
nature, what this means is that these two types of scientific understanding are 
self-contained. We do not use physical causes to help us understand mental phe- 
nomena, nor do we use mental causes to help us understand physical phenom- 
ena. Moreover, in a sense the sciences of both physical and mental phenomena 
apply to all things in the world, and this means that Spinoza must show in what 
sense even inanimate things have mental or ideational correlates and what dis- 
tinguishes animals and most preeminently human beings among worldly 
things— that is, what we mean when we say they have minds or souls. 

I do not mean to suggest that on all these matters Spinoza was clear and lucid 
throughout his career and never changed his mind. Acareful study of the early Trea- 
tise on the Emendation of the Intellect and Short Treatise on God, Man, and His 
Well-Being, for example, shows how his thinking developed into the shape we find 
in the Ethics, and we are helped to some degree in understanding how Spinoza’s 
ideas developed by some of the letters in his correspondence. But the basic char- 
acter of his thinking, I believe, did not change from the time around his excom- 
munication in 1656 until his death in 1677. Throughout his life Spinoza was always 
committed to finding a way to unite science, ethics, and religion and to articulating 
a metaphysical system that would make the whole of nature, human life, and reli- 
gious themes comprehensible. His system was an attempt to work out what made 
nature unified and an ordered whole and then to see what that picture implied. 



Between thecoversof this collection you will find the totality of Spinoza’s writings, 
all that we now have come to think that he left us. If this is a big book, it is also a 
small one, particularly when compared to the total written corpus of other philoso- 
phers, such as Aristotle, Aquinas, Locke, Kant, Hegel, and Nietzsche. Given Spin- 
oza’s impact on subsequent Western philosophy and Western intellectual culture 
in general, so brilliandysurveyed for example in the recent work of Jonathan Israel 
(Radical Enlightenment [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001]), his written 
legacy is surprisingly spare. Nonetheless, its richness is evident everywhere. 

Furthermore, the corpus of Spinoza’s works contains a fascinating diversity. 
There is at its center, of course, the presentation of his system, the Ethics. Begun 
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in the early 1660s, thisworkwas probably completed about 1674. It ishislifework, 
the centerpiece of what came to be known as Spinozism, and one of the great ac- 
complishments of world philosophy and Western intellectual culture. 

In addition to the Ethics and his philosophical system, Spinoza left us what we 
might call four different introductions to that work and that system. The first is his 
handbook on Cartesian philosophy, first composed as a guide to tutoring a stu- 
dent in Descartes’ Principles of Philosophy and useful for what it shows us about 
Spinoza’s early appreciation of Descartes. The second is his youthful, unfinished 
work, the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect. Largely a work on method 
and definition, this short essay places Spinoza’s project within an ethical context. 
The third introduction is the unfinished Short Treatise on God, Man, and His 
Well-Being, which is a preliminary attempt to begin the system and which Spin- 
oza set aide when he decided to turn to the early parts of the Ethics. And finally 
we can treat the anonymous treatise on biblical interpretation and politics, the 
Theological-Political Treatise, as an introductory work, insofar as it seeks to per- 
suade those with an affinity for philosophy and science how to read Scripture and 
understand its central ethical teaching; revise traditional interpretations of no- 
tions such as prophecy, law, and miracles; and appreciate the relation between 
church and state. What we have, then, is a mansion with four entrances, any one 
of which enables us to enter the vast complex of Spinoza’s world. 

Furthermore, Spinoza has given us, in the Theological-Political Treatise and 
in the unfinished Political Treatise, two examples of how his system might be 
applied more fully to areas dealt with in only a cursory way in the Ethics, reli- 
gion and politics. To be sure, in both cases, there are already indications in the 
Ethics of how Spinoza thinks we should understand religious concepts and in- 
stitutions and also political life. Especially in various scholia and in the appen- 
dix to Part I, he notes how traditional ideas such as creation, miracles, teleology, 
and freewill must be either revised or jettisoned altogether. In Part IV of the 
Ethics, Spinoza sets out the rudiments of his contract theory and of his views on 
the foundations and purposes of the state. Finally, in Part V, in the famous final 
propositions of the work, Spinoza defends and reinterprets what he takes to be 
the eternity of the mind and the goal of the ethical life, an “intellectual love of 
God” that is blessedness itself, a goal, he says, that is as difficult as it is rare. These 
indications notwithstanding, the treatises on politics and religion add signifi- 
cantly to our understanding of how Spinoza’s naturalism applies to these do- 
mains of human experience. 

In Chapter 7 of the Theological-Political Treatise Spinoza describes his “his- 
torical” method f or interpreting Scripture. The first requirement f or any respon- 
sible reader is a study of the Hebrew language. Among Spinoza’s writings we have 
an unfinished treatise on Hebrew Grammar, a work that he probably began to 
write shortly after finishing the Theological-Political Treatise at the request of 
friends. The Hebrew Grammar gives us a valuable insight into what he thought 
that study of Hebrew should involve, Spinoza’s understanding of Latin grammar 
and biblical Hebrew, and his general approach to intellectual activity— in this 
case a philological and linguistic inquiry. 
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Lastly, among the writings of Spinoza we are grateful to possess are a sampling 
of his correspondence— letters to him and many by him. Here we are helped to 
understand better his philosophical and religious views, but we are also given 
valuable information about the chronology of his works, about his friends and as- 
sociates, and about his life. Without these letters, we would know less about Spin- 
oza the person than we currently do and less too about his thinking. 



I would like to thank Deborah Wilkes, Jay Hullett, and Frances Hackett for the 
invitation to edit the first English collection of Spinoza’s works, for their friend- 
ship over many years, and for the wonderful contribution to the study of philoso- 
phy that Hackett Publishing Company has made. Needless to say, we are all in 
thedebtof Samuel Shirley, whose commitment to Spinoza and his writings has 
provided us with splendid translations and made this volume possible. At Hackett, 
Meera Dash orchestrated the production of the collection with patience and skill. 
I would also like to thank Abigail Coyle for helping with the design of the volume. 
Rondo Keele, Inge Van DerCruysse, Bieneke Heitjama, and Michal Levy assisted 
with matters Latin, Dutch, and Hebrew. Lee Rice generously provided an exten- 
sive chronology, which we modified for this volume. Joshua Shaw assisted with 
the proofs; he and Lilian Yahng compiled the bulk of the Index. 

There is something inspiring and noble about Spinoza’s philosophical think- 
ing and his moral vision. An important feature of his Ethics is its emphasis on 
rationality and self-control; we all face the challenges of coping with the worries 
and the fears that fill our lives, and yet we go on. We can learn this lesson from 
Spinoza’s works; we can also learn it from life. As this project comes to comple- 
tion, I am thankful for those special people who have helped me to learn it— my 
wife, Audrey, and my daughters, Debbie and Sara. 



Michael L. Morgan 




Chronology 



1 5 36 Calvin publishes the Institution of the Christian Religion. 

1 565 Beginning of the war of independence of the Spanish-Dutch region 
against Spain. 

1 579 The “Union of Utrecht” establishes the United Provinces. 

1 594 Publication of Socinus’ De Christo Servatore. 

1600? The Espinosa family emigrates from Portugal to Nantes and thence to 
Amsterdam. 

1 603 Arminius and Gomar debate at Leiden on the questions of tolerance and 
freedom of the will. 

1610 Uytenbogaert, a disciple of Arminius and teacher of Oldenbarneveldt, 
publishes the Remonstrant Manifesto. 

1618 The Thirty Years War begins. 

1619 The Synod of Dordrecht condemns Arminianism and puts Oldenbarn- 
evelt to death. The Collegiantsect is formed. Descartes is a soldier in the 
army of Maurice of Nassau. 

1628 Descartes is living in Holland. 

1629 18 October: Lodewijk Meyer is baptized at the Old Church in Amster- 
dam. 

1630 4 November: Johan Bouwmeester is born in Amsterdam. 

1 632 24 November: Birth of Baruch d’Espinosa at Amsterdam. 

1633 Papal condemnation of Galileo, who is placed under house arrest. 
Descartes decides not to publish Le Monde. 

1638 The founding of thegreat Portuguese Synagogue of Amsterdam. Spinoza 

is registered as a student in the Hebrew school. 

1 640 Beginning of the English civil war. 

1 64 1 Descartes’ Meditationes de Prima Philosophia is published. 

1 642 Hobbes publishes De Cive. 
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1644 Descartes published Principia Philosophiae. 

1647 Descartes’ Meditations Metaphysiques is published in French transla- 
tion. 

1648 The Peace of Munster. Definitive establishment of the United Provinces. 

1 649 Charles I of England is executed. 

1650 11 February: Death of Descartes. 6 November: A failed coup 
d’6tat by William II of Orange. Jan de Witt becomes the Grand Pensioner 
of the Netherlands. 

1651 Beginning of the Anglo-Dutch War. Hobbes publishes Leviathan. 
30 March: Bouwmeester is enrolled in philosophy courses at the Uni- 
versity of Leiden. 

1653 A decree b y the States General prohibits the publication a n d diffusion of 
Socinian works and ideas. 

1654 End of the Anglo-Dutch War. Spinoza begins to meet with a group of 
“churchless Christians” (Pieter Balling, Jarig Jelles, Jan Rieuwertsz, Fran- 
ciscus Van den Enden) in Amsterdam. 19 September: Meyer is 
enrolled as a student in philosophy at the University of Leiden. 

1656 27 July: Spinoza is banished from the Jewish community in Amsterdam. 
He begins the study of humanities, Latin, philosophy, and theater at the 
school of the ex-Jesuit Van den Enden. 6 October: Decree of the 
States of Holland and of Frisia prohibiting the teaching of Cartesian ism. 

1 657 Theplay Philedonius of Van den Enden is produced in Amsterdam. Spin- 
oza is still studying with Van den Enden and may also be enrolled at the 
University of Leiden. 

1658 27 May: Bouwmeester receives a doctorate in medicine from the Uni- 
versity of Leiden. 25 September: Meyer is enrolled in courses in 
medicine at Leiden. Spinoza begins work on the Treatise on the Emen- 
dation of the Intellect (unfinished). 

1659 Adriaan Koerbagh receives a doctorate in medicine from the University 
of Leiden. 

1 660 Restoration of the Stuarts in England. Spinoza leaves Amsterdam and 
moves to Rijnsburg, where he is a familiar visitor among Collegiant cir- 
cles. He begins work on the Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well- 
Being. 19 March: Meyer receives a doctorate in philosophy from 
the University of Leiden. 20 March: Meyer receives a doctorate in 
medicine. 

1 662 Founding of the Royal Society. Oldenburg is its joint secretary, and Boyle 

and Newton are charter members. Spinoza completes the first part of the 
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(tripartite) Ethics. He begins work on the Principles of Cartesian Philos- 
ophy and Metaphysical Thoughts. 

1 663 Simon de Vries meets with Spinoza at a meeting of the “Spinozistic Cir- 
cle” in Amsterdam (Ep8). Letters 12 and 12a from Spinoza to Meyer, the 
latter concerning the publication of the Principles of Cartesian Philoso- 
phy. Spinoza is installed at Voorburg. He there publishes the Principles 
of Cartesian Philosophy with Metaphysical Thoughts as appendix. 
31 July: Spinoza writes to Oldenburg and introduces Petrus 
Serrarius. 3 August: Spinoza writes to Meyer concerning Meyer’s 
editorship and preface to the Principles of Cartesian Philosophy, which is 
published several months later. 

1664 Beginning of the (second) Anglo-Dutch War. 

1665 28 January: Spinoza’s Letter 21 to Blyenbergh on the interpretation of 
Scripture. Spinoza makes several visits to Amsterdam, where he 
probably visits with Meyer during March and April. 26 May: The 
new Amsterdam Theater opens with Meyer as its director. June: 
Having completed the first drafts of Parts II and III of the (tripartite) 
Ethics, Spinoza writes to Bouwmeester (Ep28). 

1666 10 June: Spinoza’s Letter 37 to Bouwmeester. 

1 667 End of the Anglo-Dutch War. Spinoza’s Letter 40 to Jelles mentions Isaac 
Vossius as a friend. 

1668 Adriaan Koerbagh’s Een Bloemhof is published. The author is con- 
demned by ecclesiastical authorities, and imprisoned on 19 July. 

1669 15 October: Adriaan Koerbagh dies in prison. 

1670 Spinoza publishes (anonymously and in Latin) the Theological-Political 
Treatise: ecclesiastical condemnations follow. Posthumous publication of 
the Pensees of Pascal. 

1 671 Spinoza is installed atThe Hague, where he prevents (possibly at the sug- 
gestion of Jan de Witt) the appearance of the vernacular edition of the 
Theological -Political Treatise (Ep44). 

1672 Louis XIV invades Holland. The French army occupies Utrecht (May). 

William II of Orange becomes stadtholder (July). 20 August: Jan 

de Witt and his brother are massacred by a mob probably inspired by 
Calvinist clergy. 

1673 Spinoza declines the chair of philosophy at Heidelberg (Ep47, Ep48). 
Spinoza visits the military camp of the Prince de Cond£. 13 No- 
vember: The French occupation of Utrecht ends. 19 July: The 
States of Holland publish a formal condemnation of the Theological- 
Political Treatise and “other heretical and atheistic writings,” including 
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1675 

1676 

1677 

1680 

1687 

1688 
1689 

1697 

1710 



the works of Hobbes and the Socinians. Malebranche publishes 
the Recherche de la V&rite, which is accused of being of Spinozist inspi- 
ration. 

Spinoza completes and circulates the Ethics but declines to publish it. 
He begins work on the Political Treatise. Spinoza writes to G. H. Schuller 
(Ep72) expressing his distrust of Leibniz. 

16 January: The curator of the University of Leiden issues a new prom- 
ulgation against Cartesianism. The Synod of The Hague orders an 

inquiry into the authorship of the Theological-Political Treatise. 

21 February: Death of Spinoza. His friends edit and publish the O per a 
Posthuma and Nagelate Schriften, all of whose contents are condemned 
by the political authorities and Calvinists the following year. 

22 October: Death of Bouwmeester. 

Newton publishes the first edition of the Mathematical Principles of Nat- 
ural Philosophy. 

The “Glorious Revolution”: William III becomes King of England. 

Locke publishes his Letter on Tolerance and his Essay on Civil Govern- 
ment. 

In his Dictionnaire Historiqueet Critique, Bayle characterizes Spinoza as 
“un athee de systeme, etrangement vertueux.” 

Leibniz publishes his Theodicy. 




Editorial Notes 



A Note on the Translations 



Of the translations included here, all but those of the Short Treatise and the He- 
brew Grammar are by Samuel Shirley. Shirley’s Theological-Political Treatise was 
originally published in 1989 by Brill and then republished by Hackett Publishing 
first in 1998 and then recently, in a corrected version, in 2001. Shirley’s transla- 
tions of the Ethics, the Principles of Cartesian Philosophy with Metaphysical 
Thoughts, the Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, the Political Treatise, 
and The Letters were published by Hackett during the past decade. For this vol- 
ume, the editor has revised and edited the notes and made minor changes in the 
translations, but the bulk of the writing remains as Shirley translated it. For the 
Short Treatise we have used the translation of A. Wolf first published in 1910; it 
has been carefully examined by Bieneke Heitjama and Inge Van Der Cruysse and 
edited by the editor; Wolf used the older A manuscript of the Short Treatise and 
presented alternative readings from the B manuscript in notes. We follow his de- 
cisions except in a few cases and provide Spinoza’s notes as well as, on some oc- 
casions, when important for the reader, alternative versions. In the case of the 
Hebrew Grammar, we have used the translation of Maurice J. Bloom first pub- 
lished by the Philosophical Library in 1964. Rondo Keele checked the Bloom 
translation against the Gebhardt text, and some modifications have been made. 
The Hebrew texts have been completely revised and corrected using the Geb- 
hardt and the French translation of the Hebrew Grammar. In addition, in several 
cases, the English has been modified and the translation corrected. .An explana- 
tion of the system of annotation appears before the first footnote of each work. 
The Chronology of Spinoza’s life and times is based on the chronology prepared 
by Lee Rice for The Letters. 

For complete information about Shirley’s translations, we direct the reader to 
the editions of his translations published by Hackett, which also have complete 
notes and full introductions by the editors of the separate texts. Of special assis- 
tance are the introductions and notes of Steven Barbone and Lee Rice to The Let- 
ters and the Political Treatise and those of Seymour Feldman to the Ethics and the 
Theological-Political Treatise. The best and most comprehensive recent biography 
of Spinoza is that of Steven Nadler, Spinoza: A Life (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni- 
versity Press, 1999). 

A complete list of the translations used for this volume is as follows: 
xxi 




xxii Editorial Notes 



Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect and Ethics Spinoza, Baruch. 
Ethics, Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, and Selected Letters. T ranslated 
by Samuel Shirley. Edited and introduced by Seymour Feldman. Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 1992. 

Short Treatise Spinoza, Baruch. Spinoza’s Short Treatise on God, Man, and His 
Well-Being. Translated and edited, with an introduction and commentary, by A. 
Wolf. London: Adam and Charles Black, 1910. 

Principles of Cartesian Philosophy and Metaphysical Thoughts Spinoza, 
Baruch. Principles of Cartesian Philosophy with Metaphysical Thoughts and 
Lodewijk Meyer’s Inaugural Dissertation. Translated by Samuel Shirley with in- 
troduction and notes by Steven BarboneandLeeRice. Indianapolis: Hackett Pub- 
lishing Company, 1998. 

Theological-Political Treatise Spinoza, Baruch. Theological-Political Treatise, 
second edition. Translated by Samuel Shirley. Introduction by Seymour Feld- 
man. Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 2001. 

Hebrew Grammar Spinoza, Baruch. Hebrew Grammar [ Compendium Gram- 
matices Linguae-Hebraeae]. Edited and translated, with an introduction, by Mau- 
rice J. Bloom. New York: Philosophical Library, 1964. 

Political Treatise Spinoza, Baruch. Political Treatise. Translated by Samuel 
Shirley. Introduction and notes by Steven Barbone and Lee Rice. Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 2000. 

The Letters Spinoza, Baruch. The Letters. Translated by Samuel Shirley. Intro- 
duction and notes by Steven Barbone, Lee Rice, and Jacob Adler. Indianapolis: 
Hackett Publishing Company, 1995. 



Abbreviations 



Works of Spinoza 

CM Metaphysical Thoughts (Cogitata Metaphysica) (CM1/2 is 

Part 1, Chapter 2) 

E Ethics (Ethica) (followed by arabic numeral for part and 

internal references) 

Ep Letters (Epistolae) (followed by arabic numeral) 

KV Short Treatise (Korte Verhandeling) (KV1 /2/3 is Part 1 , Chap- 

ter 2, Paragraph 3) 
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PPC Principles of Cartesian Philosophy (Principia Philosophiae 

Cartesianae) (followed by arabic numeral for part and inter- 
nal references) 

TIE Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect (T ractatus de 

Intellectus Emendatione) (followed by arabic numeral for 
paragraph) 

TP Political Treatise (T ractatus Politicus) (TP 1/2 is Chapter 1, 

Paragraph 2) 

TTP Theological-Political Treatise (T ractatus Theologico-Politicus) 

(followed by chapter and page number) 

Works of Descartes 

Med Meditations (followed by arabic numeral) 

PPH Principles of Philosophy 

Rep Replies to Objections 



I n tema l References 



A 

App 

Ax 

Cor 

Def 

Dem 

Exp 

GenSchol 

Lem 

P 

Post 

Pref 

Prol 

Schol 



Article 

Appendix 

Axiom 

Corollary 

Definition 

Demonstration 

Explanation 

General Scholium 

Lemma 

Proposition 

Postulate 

Preface 

Prologue 

Scholium 



Page numbers, where given for Descartes’ Meditations, are from Descartes, 
Meditations on First Philosophy, third edition, translated by Donald Cress 
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993) and the Adam-Tannery (AT) edition: Descartes, 
Oeuvres de Descartes, 1 1 volumes, revised edition, edited by Charles Adam and 
Paul Tannery (Paris: Vrin 1964-76: reprinted 1996). 




Treatise on the Emendation 
of the Intellect 



Scholars agree that the brief Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect (TIE) 
is the earliest piece of philosophical writing that we have from Spinoza. It 
probably dates from the period immediately after his excommunication, between 
1657 and 1660. The treatise is unfinished, and it is likely that Spinoza set it aside 
as his work on the more substantial Short Treatise on God, Man, and His Well- 
Being progressed. The latter too was left unifinished. Still, these two works exhibit 
Spinoza's first attempts at a philosophical sytem, and while later books, especially 
the Ethics, correct and extend these early efforts, the two are valuable glimpses of 
his mature thought. 

The TIE is often compared with Descartes’ Discourse on Method, first 
published in 1636, and the comparison is apt. Indeed, Spinoza was most likely 
influenced by Descartes’ short introduction to his system. Like the latter, the TIE 
is an autobiographical work, more personal than most of Spinoza’s writings. It 
sets questions of goals and methods in an ethical context and is largely 
epistemological in content. Descrates ’ Discourse is itself indebted to Augustine, 
and he in turn to Plato and Aristotle. In a sense, then, Spinoza’s little work is his 
protrepticus, his introduction to and apology for the new scientific philosophy, for 
reason and for the life of reason. It is a sketch for a justification of the 
philosophical life, reminiscent of the Plato of Phaedo and Republic and the 
Aristotle of Nicomachean Ethics X, drawn through the lens of Latin Stoicism. 

The immediate autobiographical context for the TIE includes Spinoza’s 
excommunication in 1 656, his subsequent disengagement from his family’s 
mercantile business and from the Jewish community in Amsterdam, and his more 
intense involvement with his rationalist, radical friends. By 1661 Spinoza was 
well known as a Cartesian and as a lens grinder skilled at producing optical 
lenses. He was associated with rational critics of Scripture like Juan de Prado, 
Isaac La Peyrere, and Uriel da Costa Spinoza was a member of the circle around 
Franciscus Van den Enden, a frequent participant in Colle giant meetings, and 
an expert in Cartesian philosophy. There is reason to believe that Spinoza’s 
critical spirit and attraction to the revolutionary science of his day were not new. 
They had been cultivated since his teenage years and came to a head vnth his 
public expulsion from the Jewish community. By that time, 27 July 1656, Spinoza 
had been a student and disciple of Van den Enden for some time and an advocate 
of tolerance, rational critique, and religious freedom. His traditional Jewish 
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education, thorough as it was, had turned, when he was 14 or 15 years old, into 
this new set of commitments. The result was a view of God, nature, and the 
human good more rational and more universal than the traditional establishment 
could bear. 

By 1 657 Spinoza’s exile was at least sufficient to cut him offf rom his teachers 
R. Saul Morteira and R. Manasseh ben Israel and to intensify his radical 
intellectual friendships with thinkers such as Van den Enden, Lodewijk Meyer, 
Adriaan Koerbagh, Pieter Balling, Simon de Vries, and Jarig Jelles. He probably 
lived with Van den Enden fora time, for he was the latter’s prize student, and it 
was at his school that he had first become acquainted with the philosophy of 
Descartes and much else. He turned to lens grinding to earn a living, increased 
his scholarly associations by spending time at the university in Leiden, and 
frequently attended the meetings of the religiously radical Protestant group, the 
Collegiants. 

The TIE, one might speculate, is the first literary product of this intense 
activity, hence its rather personal and programmatic qualities. It is a work marked 
by three significant features. First, in it Spinoza valorizes the life of reason and in 
particular scientific reason and the attainment of a knowledge of nature. Second, 
Spinoza distinguishes four modes of cognition, two of which, associated wnth 
imagination and sensation, are inadequate and defective, and the remaining two 
of which, involving deductive reasoning and intuitive reason, are the height of 
human achievement. Finally, Spinoza discusses the requirements of definition, 
distinguishing the definition of eternal essences from those of dependent and 
contingent ones. At this point, the text breaks off. It is a beginning, but only that. 
Some believe Spinoza abandoned the work when other tasks became more 
compelling; others, however, believe he left the TIE when he came to doubt the 
fruitfulness of its method. In years to come, the Ethics would mark a new 
beginning— working from new principles and in a new way. 



M.L.M. 
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Notice to the Reader 
(by the Editors of the Opera Posthuma ) 



This “Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect, etc.,” which in its unfinished 
state we here present to you, dear reader, was written by our author many years 
ago. He always intended to finish it, but, distracted by his other occupations and 
taken from us by death, he did not succeed in bringing it to the desired conclu- 
sion. But since it contains many excellent and useful things which we are con- 
vinced will be of considerable interest to an earnest seeker after truth, we did not 
wish to deprive you of them. That you may the more readily excuse occasional 
obscurities and lack of polish that appear in places in the text, we have thought it 
proper that you, too, should be made aware of these circumstances. 



TREATISE ON THE EMENDATION 
OF THE INTELLECT 

and on the Way by Which It Is 
Best Directed to the 
True Knoweedge of Things 



After experience had taught me the hollowness and futility of everything that is l 
ordinarily encountered in daily life, and I realised that all the things which were 
the source and object of my anxiety held nothing of good or evil in themselves 
save insofar as the mind was influenced by them, I resolved at length to enquire 
whether there existed a true good, one which was capable of communicating it- 
self and could alone affect the mind to the exclusion of all else, whether, in fact, 
there was something whose discovery and acquisition would afford me a contin- 
uous and supreme joy to all eternity. 

I say ‘I resolved at length,’ for at first sight it seemed ill-advised to risk the loss 2 
of what was certain in the hope of something at that time uncertain. I could well 
see the advantages that derive from honour and wealth, and that I would be forced 
to abandon their quest if I were to devote myself to some new and different ob- 
jective. And if in fact supreme happiness were to be found in the former, I must 
inevitably fail to attain it, whereas if it did not lie in these objectives and I devoted 
myself entirely to them, then once again I would lose that highest happiness. 

I therefore debated whether it might be possible to arrive at a new guiding prin- 3 
ciple— or at least the sure hope of its attainment— without changing the manner 
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and normal routine of my life. This I frequently attempted, but in vain. For the 
things which for the most part offer themselves in life, and which, to judge 
from their actions, men regard as the highest good, can be reduced to these three 
headings: riches, honour, and sensual pleasure. With these three the mind is so 
distracted that it is quite incapable of thinking of any other good. With regard to 

4 sensual pleasure, the mind is so utterly obsessed by it that it seems as if it were ab- 
sorbed in some good, and so is quite prevented from thinking of anything else. 
But after the enjoyment of this pleasure there ensues a profound depression 
which, if it does not completely inhibit the mind, leads to its confusion and en- 
ervation. The pursuit of honour and wealth, too, engrosses the mind to no small 

5 degree, especially when the latter is sought exclusively for its own sake, 3 for it is 
then regarded as the highest good. Even more so is the mind obsessed with hon- 
our, for this is always regarded as a good in itself and the ultimate end to which 
everything is directed. Then again, in both these cases, there is no repentance as 
in the case of sensual pleasure. The more each of them is possessed, the more our 
joy is enhanced, and we are therefore more and more induced to increase them 
both. But if it should come about that our hopes are disappointed, there ensues a 
profound depression. And finally, honour has this great drawback, that to attain it 
we must conduct our lives to suit other men, avoiding whatthe masses avoid and 
seeking what the masses seek. 

6 So when I saw that all these things stood in the way of my embarking on a new 
course, and were indeed so opposed to it that I must necessarily choose between 
the one alternative and the other, I was forced to ask what was to my greater ad- 
vantage; for, as I have said, I seemed set on losing a certain good for the sake of 
an uncertain good. But after a little reflection, I first of all realised that if I aban- 
doned the old ways and embarked on a new way of life, I should be abandoning 
a good that was by its very nature uncertain— as we can clearly gather from what 
has been said— in favour of one that was uncertain not of its own nature (for I was 

7 seeking a permanent good) but only in respect of its attainment. Then persistent 
meditation enabled me to see that, if only I could be thoroughly resolute, I should 
be abandoning certain evils for the sake of a certain good. For I saw that my situ- 
ation was one of great peril and that I was obliged to seek a remedy with all my 
might, however uncertain it might be, like a sick man suffering from a fatal mal- 
ady who, foreseeing certain death unless a remedy is forthcoming, is forced to seek 
it, however uncertain it be, with all his might, for therein lies all his hope. Now 
all those objectives that are commonly pursued not only contribute nothing to the 
preservation of our being but even hinder it, being frequently the cause of the de- 
struction of those who gain possession of them, and invariably the cause of the de- 



All notes are Spinoza’s. 

* This could be explained more fully and clearly by making a distinction between wealth that is sought 
for its own sake, for the sake of honour, for sensual pleasure, for health, or for the advancement of 
the sciences and the arts. But this is reserved for its proper place, such a detailed investigation be- 
ing inappropriate here. 
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struction of those who are possessed by them. b For there are numerous examples 8 
of men who have suffered persecution unto death because of their wealth, and 
also of men who have exposed themselves to so many dangers to acquire riches 
that they have finally paid for their folly with their lives. Nor are there less nu- 
merous examples of men who, to gain or preserve honour, have suffered a most 
wretched fate. Finally, there are innumerable examples of men who have has- 
tened their death by reason of excessive sensual pleasure. 

These evils, moreover, seemed to arise from this, that all happiness or unhap- 9 
piness depends solely on the quality of the object to which we are bound by love. 

For strife will never arise on account of that which is not loved; there will be no 
sorrow if it is lost, no envy if it is possessed by another, no fear, no hatred— in a 
word, no emotional agitation, all of which, however, occur in the case of the love 
of perishable things, such as all those of which we have been speaking. But love w 
towards a thing eternal and infinite feeds the mind with joy alone, unmixed with 
any sadness. This is greatly to be desired, and to be sought with all our might. How- 
ever, it was not without reason that I used these words, ‘If only I could be earnestly 
resolute,’ for although I perceived these things quite clearly in my mind, I could 
not on that account put aside all greed, sensual pleasure, and desire for esteem. 

This one thing I could see, that as long as my mind was occupied with these l J 
thoughts, it turned away from those other objectives and earnestly applied itself 
to the quest for a new guiding principle. This was a great comfort to me, for I saw 
that those evils were not so persistent as to refuse to yield to remedies. And 
although at first these intermissions were rare and of very brief duration, never- 
theless, as the true good became more and more discernible to me, these inter- 
missions became more frequent and longer, especially when I realised that the 
acquisition of money, sensual pleasure, and esteem is a hindrance only as long as 
they are sought on their own account, and not as a means to other things. If they 
are sought as means, they will then be under some restriction, and far from being 
hindrances, they will do much to further the end for which they are sought, as I 
shall demonstrate in its proper place. 

At this point I shall only state briefly what I understand by the true good, and at J 2 
the same time what is the supreme good. In order that this may be rightly under- 
stood, it must be borne in mind that good and bad are only relative terms, so that 
one and the same thing may be said to be good or bad in different respects, just 
like the terms perfect and imperfect. Nothing, when regarded in its own nature, 
can be called perfect or imperfect, especially when we realise that all things that 
come into being do so in accordance with an eternal order and Nature’s fixed laws. 

But human weakness fails to comprehend that order in its thought, and mean- 1 3 

while man conceives a human nature much stronger than his own, and sees no 
reason why he cannot acquire such a nature. Thus h e i s urged t o seek the means 
that will bring him to such a perfection, and all that can be the means of his at- 
taining this objective is called a true good, while the supreme good is to arrive at 



b This l s t o b e demonstrated a t greater length. 
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the enjoyment of such a nature, together with other individuals, if possible. What 
that nature is we shall show in its proper place; namely, the knowledge of the 
union which the mind has with the whole of Nature. 0 

M This, then, is the end f or which I strive, to acquire the nature I have described 
and to endeavour that many should acquire it along with me. That is to say, my 
own happiness involves my making an effort to persuade many others to think as 
I do, so that their understanding and their desire should entirely accord with my 
understanding and my desire. To bring this about, it is necessary d (1) to under- 
stand as much about Nature as suffices for acquiring such a nature, and (2) to es- 
tablish such a social order as will enable as many as possible to reach this goal 

J5 with the greatest possible ease and assurance. Furthermore, (3) attention must be 
paid to moral philosophy and likewise the theory of the education of children; 
and since health is of no little importance in attaining this end, (4) the whole sci- 
ence of medicine must be elaborated. And since many difficult tasks are rendered 
easy by contrivance, and we can thereby gain much time and convenience in our 
daily lives, (5) the science of mechanics is in no way to be despised. 

16 But our first consideration must be to devise a method of emending the intel- 
lect and of purifying it, as far as is feasible at the outset, so that it may succeed in 
understanding things without error and as well as possible. So now it will be evi- 
dent to everyone that my purpose is to direct all the sciences to one end and goal, 6 
to wit (as we have said), the achievement of the highest human perfection. Thus 
everything in the sciences which does nothing to advance us towards our goal 
must be rejected as pointless— in short, all our activities and likewise our thoughts 
must be directed to this end. 

17 But since we have to continue with our lives while pursuing this end and en- 
deavouring to bring down the intellect into the right path, our first priority must 
be to lay down certain rules for living, as being good rules. They are as follows: 

1 . To speak to the understanding of the multitude and to engage in all those 
activities that do not hinder the attainment of our aim. For we can gain no 
little advantage from the multitude, provided that we accommodate our- 
selves as far as possible to their level of understanding. Furthermore, in this 
way they will give a more favourable hearing to the truth. 

2. To enjoy pleasures just so far as suffices to preserve health. 

3. Finally, to seek as much money or any other goods as are sufficient for sus- 
taining life and health and for conforming with those social customs that 
do not conflict with our aim. 

18 Having laid down these rules, I shall embark upon the first and most important 
task, emending the intellect and rendering it apt for the understanding of things 



c This is explained more fully in its proper place. 

d Note that here I am only concerned to enumerate the sciences necessary to our purpose, without 
regard to their order. 

e In the sciences there is only one end, to which all must be directed. 




Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect 7 



in a manner appropriate to the achievement of our purpose. To this end our nat- 
ural order of exposition requires that I should here recapitulate all the modes of 
perceiving which I have hitherto employed in confidently affirming or denying 
something, so that I may select the best of all, and at the same time begin to know 
my powers and the nature which I desire to perfect. 

If I examine them carefully, they can all be classified under four headings. 19 

1. There is the perception we have from hearsay, or from some sign conven- 
tionally agreed upon. 

2. There is the perception we have from casual experience; that is, experience 
that is not determined by intellect, but is so called because it chances thus 
to occur, and we have experienced nothing else that contradicts it, so that 
it remains in our minds unchallenged. 

3. There is the perception we have when the essence of a th ing is inf erred f rom 
another thing, but not adequately. This happens either when we infer a 
cause from some effector when an inference is made from some universal 
which is always accompanied by some property. 

4. Finally, there is the perception we have when a thing is perceived through 
its essence alone, or through knowledge of its proximate cause. 

All these I shall illustrate with examples. By hearsay alone I know the date of my 20 
birth, who my parents were, and things of that sort, which I have never doubted. 

By casual experience I know that I shall die; this I affirm because I have seen that 
others like me have died, although they have not all lived to the same age nor have 
they died from the same disease. Again, by casual experience I know that oil has 
the property of feeding fire, and water of extinguishing it. I know too that a dog is 
a barking animal and man a rational animal. And it is in this way that I know al- 
most everything that is of practical use in life. 

We deduce one thing from another as follows. When we clearly perceive that 2 J 
we sense such-and-such a body and no other, then from this, I say, we clearly 
infer that the soul is united to the body, g a union which is the cause of such-and- 
such a sensation. But from this h we cannot positively understand what is that sen- 
sation and union. Or, after I have come to know the nature of vision and realise 
that it has the property of making us see one and the same thing as smaller at a 



f In such a case, we understand nothing about the cause except what we consider in the effect. This 
is sufficiently evident from the fact that the cause is then explained only in very general terms: e.g.. 
Therefore there is something; therefore there is some power,’ etc. Or again from the fact that the 
cause is expressed negatively ‘Therefore there is not this, or that,' etc In the second case something 
clearly conceived is ascribed to the cause by reason of the effect, as we shall show by an example. 
But it is only the properties, not the particular essence of the thing. 

6 From this example one can clearly see what 1 have just noted. For by this union we understand noth- 
ing beyond the sensation itself; that is, the effect from which we inferred a cause of which we have 
no understanding. 

h Such a conclusion, although it be certain, is not to be relied on without great caution; f or unless we 
take great care, we shall immediately fall into error. When things are conceived in this abstract way 
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distance than if we were to see it near at hand, we infer that the sun is bigger than 
it appears, and other similar instances. 

22 Finally, a thing is perceived through its essence alone when, f rom the fact that 
I know something, I know what it is to know something; or, from the fact that I 
know the essence of the soul, I know that it is united to the body. By the same kind 
of knowledge we know that two and three are five, and that if two lines are paral- 
lel to a third line, they are parallel to one another, and so on. But the things that 
I have hitherto been able to know by this kind of knowledge have been very few. 

23 For the better understanding of all this, I shall make use of a single example, 
as follows. Three numbers are given; a fourth number is required, which is to the 
third as the second to the first. Here tradesmen generally tell us that they know 
what to do to find the fourth number, for they have not forgotten the procedure 
which they merely learned without proof from their teachers. Others formulate a 
universal axiom from their experience with simple numbers when the fourth 
number is self-evident, as in the case of the numbers 2, 4, 3, 6. Here they find that 
when the second is multiplied by the third and the product is divided by the first, 
the answer is 6. Seeing that the same number is produced which they knew to be 
the proportional number without going through the procedure, they conclude 
that this procedure is always a good way to find the fourth proportional. But math- 

24 ematicians, because of the force of the demonstration of Proposition 19 of Book 
7 of Euclid, know what numbers are proportional to one another from the nature 
and property of proportion, which tells us that the product of the first and fourth 
numbers is equal to the product of the second and third. However, they do not 
see the adequate proportionality of thegiven numbers, and if they do see it, they 
see it not by the force of that proposition but intuitively, without going through 
any procedure. 

25 To choose f rom these the best mode of perceiving, we should briefly enumer- 
ate the means necessary to attain our end, as follows: 

1 . To have an exact knowledge of our nature which we wish to perfect, and at 
the same time to know as much of the nature of things as is necessary. 

2. Therefrom to infer correctly the differences, agreements and oppositions of 
things. 

3. To conceive aright the extent to which things can, and cannot, be acted 
upon. 

4. To compare this result with the nature and power of man. 

From this the highest degree of perfection that man can attain will readily be 
made manifest. 



and not through their true essence, they are at once confused by the imagination. For to the things 
that they conceive abstractly, separately, and confusedly, men apply terms which they use to signify 
other more familiar things. Consequently, they imagine the former things in the same way as they 
are wont to imagine the things to which they originally applied these terms 
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With these considerations in mind, let us see which mode of perceiving we 26 
ought to choose. 

As to the first mode, it is self-evident that from hearsay, besides the consider- 
able degree of uncertainty therein, we perceive nothing of the essence of the 
thing, as our example makes clear. And since a thing’s individual existence is not 
known unless its essence is known (as will later be seen), we can clearly infer from 
this that any degree of certainty that we have from hearsay must be excluded from 
the sciences. For no one can ever be affected by mere hearsay unless his own un- 
derstanding has already preceded it. 

As to the second mode, again 1 it cannot be said to contain the idea of the pro- 27 
portion which it seeks. Besides its considerable uncertainty and indefiniteness, no 
one will in this way perceive anything in natural things except their accidents, 
which are never clearly understood unless their essences are first known. Hence 
this mode, too, must be excluded. 

As for the third mode, we can in some sense say that we have the idea of the 28 
thing, and also that we can make inferences without danger of error. Yet it is not 
in itself the means of our acquiring our perfection. 

Only the fourth mode comprehends the adequate essence of the thing, and is 29 
without danger of error. So this is the one we must chiefly adopt. Therefore we 
shall proceed to explain how it is to be employed, so that we may understand by 
this kind of knowledge what is unknown, and also may do this as directly as pos- 
sible. That is, now that we know what kind of knowledge is necessary for us, we 30 
must describe the way and method by which we may come to know by this kind 
of knowledge the things that are needful to be known. 

To this end, the first point to consider is that this is not a case of an enquiry 
extending to infinity. That is, to find the best method of seeking the truth, there 
is no need of another method for seeking the method of seeking the truth, and 
there is no need of a third method to seek the second method, and so on to in- 
finity. For in that way we should never arrive at knowledge of the truth, or indeed 
at any knowledge. The case is analogous to that of material tools, where the same 
kind of argument could be employed. To work iron, a hammer is needed, and to 
have a hammer, it must be made. For this purpose there is need of another ham- 
mer and other tools, and again to get these there is need of other tools, and so on 
to infinity. In this way one might try to prove, in vain, that men have no power 
to work iron. 

But the fact is that at first, with the tools they were born with, men succeeded, 31 
however laboriously and imperfectly, in making some very simple things; and 
when these were made they made other more complex things with less labour and 
greater perfection; and thus advancing gradually from the simplest works to the 
making of tools, and from tools to other works and other tools, they have reached 
a point where they can make very many complex things with little labour. In just 



Here 1 shall discuss experience at some greater length, and examine the method of proceeding of 
Empiricists and the new philosophers. 
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the same way the intellect by its inborn power 1 makes intellectual tools for itself 
by which it acquires other powers for other intellectual works, k and from these 
works still other tools— or capacity for further investigation— and thus makes 
steady progress until it reaches the summit of wisdom. 

32 That this is the case with the intellect will readily be seen, provided we un- 
derstand what is the method of seeking truth, and what are those innate tools 
which are all the intellect needs for making other tools from them so as to progress 
further. To demonstrate this I proceed as follows. 

33 A true idea 1 (for we do have a true idea) is something different from its object 
(ideatum). A circle is one thing, the idea of a circle another. For the idea of a cir- 
cle is not something having a circumference and a centre, as is a circle, nor is 
the idea of a body itself a body. And since it is something different from its ob- 
ject, it will also be something intelligible through itself. That is, in respect of its 
formal essence the idea can be the object of another objective essence, which in 
turn, regarded in itself, will also be something real and intelligible, and so on in- 
definitely. 

34 For example, Peter is something real. Now the true idea of Peter is the objec- 
tive essence of Peter and is in itself something real, something entirely different 
from Peter. So since the idea of Peter is something real, having its own individual 
essence, it will also be something intelligible, that is, the object of another idea 
which has in itself objectively everything that the idea of Peter has formally. And 
in turn the idea of the idea of Peter again has its own essence, which can also be 
the object of another idea, and so on without end. This anyone can experience 
for himself when he realises that he knows what Peter is, and also that he knows 
that he knows, and again that he knows that he knows that he knows, and so on. 
From this it is evident that, to understand the essence of Peter, it is not necessary 
to understand the idea of Peter, and far less the idea of Peter. This is no more than 
to say that, in order to know, I need not know that I know, and far less do I need 
to know that I know that I know. It is no more necessary than, in order to under- 
stand the essence of a triangle, one needs to understand the essence of a triangle, 
one needs to understand the essence 111 of a circle. Indeed, in the case of these ideas 
it is the other way round; for in order to know that I know, it is necessary that I 
must first know. 

35 Hence it is evident that certainty is nothing else than the objective essence it- 
self; that is to say, the way in which we become aware of the formal essence is cer- 
tainty itself. And from this again it is evident that for the certainty of truth no other 



1 By inborn power 1 mean that which is not caused in us by external causes, as I shall later explain 
in my Philosophy 

k Here they are called works. In my Philosophy, I shall explain what they are. 

1 Note that here we shall endeavour to demonstrate not only what has just been said, but also the 
correctness of our procedure so far, and likewise other points of primary importance 
m Note that we are not here inquiring as to how the first objective essence is innate in us For that 
topic belongs to the investigation of Nature, where these matters are dealt with more fully and 
where we also demonstrate that there is no affirmation or negation or act of will apartfrom the idea 
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sign is needed but to have a true idea. For, as we have shown, i n order to know, 
there is no need for me to know that I know. From this, again, it is clear that no 
one can know what the highest certainty is unless he has an adequate idea or the 
objective essence of some thing. For certainty and objective essence are the same. 

Since truth, then, needs no sign, and to have the objective essences of things, 36 
or— which is the same thing— their ideas, is enough to remove all doubt, it fol- 
lows that the true method does not consist in seeking a sign of truth after acquir- 
ing ideas; the true method is the path whereby truth itself, or the objective 
essences of things, or ideas (all these mean the same) is to be sought" in proper 
order. 

Again, method must necessarily be discourse about reasoning or intellection. 37 
That is, method is not reasoning itself which leads to the understanding of the 
causes of things, and far less is it the understanding of the causes of things. It is 
the understanding of what is a true idea, distinguishing it from other kinds of per- 
ception and examining its nature, so that we may thereby come to know our power 
of understanding and may so train the mind that it will understand according to 
that standard all that needs to be understood, laying down definite rules as aids, 
and also ensuring that the mind does not waste its energy on useless pursuits. 

From this we may conclude that method is nothing but reflexive knowledge, 38 
or the idea of an idea; and because there is no idea of an idea unless there is first 
an idea, there will be no method unless there is first an idea. So a good method 
will be one which shows how the mind is to be directed according to the standard 
of a given true idea. Again, since the relation between two ideas is the same as the 
relation between the formal essences of those ideas, it follows that the reflexive 
knowledge of the idea of the most perfect Being will be more excellent than the 
reflexive knowledge of other ideas. That is, the most perfect method will be one 
which shows how the mind should be directed according to the standard of a given 
idea of the most perfect Being. 

From this one can readily understand how the mind, as it understands more 39 
things, at the same time acquires other tools which facilitate its further under- 
standing. For, as may be gathered from what has been said, there must first of all 
exist in us a true idea as an innate tool, and together with the understanding of 
this idea there would likewise be an understanding of the difference between this 
perception and all other perceptions. Herein consists one part of our method. And 
since it is self-evident that the more the mind understands of Nature, the better it 
understands itself, it clearly follows that this part of our method will become that 
much more perfect as the mind understands more things, and will become then 
most perfect when the mind attends to, or reflects upon, the knowledge of the 
most perfect Being. 

Then again, the more things the mind knows, the better it understands both 40 
its own powers and the order of Nature. Now the better it understands its own 
powers, the more easily it can direct itself and lay down rules for its own guidance; 
and the better it understands the order of Nature, the more easily it can restrain 



n The nature of tins seeking in the soul is explained in my Philosophy 
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itself from useless pursuits. And it is in this, as we have said, that the whole of our 
method consists. 

41 Moreover, an idea is situated in the context of thought exactly as is its object 
in the context of reality. Therefore, if there were something in Nature having no 
interrelation with other things, and if there were also granted its objective essence 
(which must agree entirely with its formal essence), then this idea likewise would 
have no interrelation 0 with other ideas; that is, we could make no inference re- 
garding it. On the other hand, those things that do have interrelation with other 
things— as is the case with everything that exists in Nature— will be intelligible, 
and their objective essences will also have that same interrelation; that is, other 
ideas will be deduced from them, and these in turn will be interrelated with other 
ideas, and so the tools for further progress will increase. This is what we were en- 
deavouring to demonstrate. 

42 Furthermore, from the point just mentioned— that the idea must entirely agree 
with its formal essence— it is again evident that, for the human mind to reproduce 
a faithful image of Nature, it must draw all its ideas from that idea which repre- 
sents the source and origin of the whole of Nature, so that this may likewise be- 
come the source of other ideas. 

43 Here it may seem surprising that, having said that the good method is one 
which demonstrates how the mind is to be directed according to the standard of 
a given true idea, I resort to reasoning to prove this point, which appears to indi- 
cate that it is not self-evident. So the question can be raised as to whether our rea- 
soning is sound. If our reasoning is sound, we have to begin from a given idea, 
and since to begin from a given idea is something that needs proving, we ought 
again to prove the validity of our reasoning, and then again the validity of that rea- 
soning, and so on ad infinitum. 

44 To this I reply that if anyone in his investigation of Nature had by some chance 
advanced in this way— that is, by acquiring other ideas in proper order according 
to the standard of a given true idea— he would never have doubted p his own truth 
(inasmuch as truth, as we have said, reveals its own self), and all would have pro- 
gressed smoothly for him. But since this rarely or never happens, I have been con- 
strained to posit those guidelines, so that what we cannot acquire by chance, we 
may yet acquire by deliberate planning, and also in order to make it clear that, for 
the validation of truth and sound reasoning, we need no other instruments than 
truth and sound reasoning. F or it is by sound reasoning that I have validated sound 

45 reasoning, and still continue so to do. Furthermore, it is this way of thinking that 
men usually adopt in their own internal meditations. 

That the proper order is rarely employed in the investigation of Nature is due 
to prejudices whose causes I shall later explain in my Philosophy. A further rea- 
son, as I shall later show, is the need for a considerable capacity to make accurate 
distinctions, a very laborious task. And finally, there is the matter of the human 



° To be interrelated with other things is to produce, or be produced by,other things. 
P Just as here, too, we do not doubt our truth 
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condition, which, as has already been shown, is highly unstable. There are yet 
other reasons, which we shall not pursue. 

If anyone perchance should ask why at the very outset I adopted that arrange- 46 
ment in demonstrating the truths of Nature— for does not truth reveal its own 
self?— I reply by urging him not to reject these things as false because of paradoxes 
which will occasionally occur here and there. Let him first please to consider the 
arrangement of our demonstration, and he will then be convinced that we have 
arrived at the truth. This explains the reason why I began as I did. 

But if after this there is some sceptic who still entertains doubt both as to the 47 
first truth itself and all the deductions we shall make according to the standard of 
the first truth, then surely either he is speaking contrary to his own consciousness 
or else we shall have to declare that there are men whose minds are also blinded 
either from birth or by reason of their prejudices, that is, through some accident 
that has befallen them. For they are not even aware of their own selves. If they af- 
firm or doubt something, they do not know that they are doubting or affirming. 
They say that they know nothing, and they say that they are ignorant of this very 
fact of knowing nothing. And they do not even say this without qualification; for 
they are afraid that, in saying they know nothing, they are declaring that they ex- 
ist, so that in the end they have to maintain silence lest they should perchance say 
something that has the savour of truth. 

Finally, although in matters relating to the usages of life and society necessity 48 
has compelled them to suppose their existence, to seek their own good and fre- 
quently to affirm and deny things on oath, it is quite impossible to discuss the sci- 
ences with them. If a proof is presented to them, they do not know whether the 
argumentation is valid or not. If they deny, grant or oppose, they do not know that 
they deny, grant or oppose. So they must be regarded as automata, completely 
lacking in mind. 

Let us now return to our theme. Up to the present, we have in the first place 49 
established the end to which we strive to direct all our thoughts. Second, we have 
learned which is the best mode of perception that will help us to attain our per- 
fection. Third, we have learned which is the path our mind should first take in 
order to make a good beginning, and that is, to proceed to its enquiry by fixed 
rules, taking as its standard some given true idea. To do this correctly, our method 
must enable us, first, to distinguish a true idea from all other perceptions and to 
restrain the mind f rom those other perceptions; second, to lay down rules f or per- 
ceiving things unknown according to the aforementioned standard; third, to es- 
tablish an orderly procedure which will enable us to avoid useless toil. Having 
discovered this method, we realised, fourthly, that this method would be most 
perfect when we possessed the idea of a most perfect Being. So at the outset this 
must be our chief objective, to arrive at the knowledge of such a Being as speed- 
ily as possible. 

Let us then make a beginning with the first part of the method, which is, as we so 
have said, to distinguish and separate the true idea from other perceptions, and to 
keep the mind from confusing false, fictitious, and doubtful ideas with true ideas. 

Here I intend to dwell on this subject at some length so as to engage my readers 
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in the study of so important a topic, and also because there are many who, failing 
to attend to the distinction between a true perception and all other perceptions, 
have come to doubt even their true perceptions. Their condition is like that of 
men who, when they were awake, did not doubt that they were awake, but having 
once in their dreams— as is often the case— felt certain that they were wide awake 
and later found this to be untrue, doubted even their waking experiences. This 
comes about because they have never distinguished between dreaming and being 
awake. 

51 But I must first warn the reader that I shall not here be discussing the essence 
of every perception, explaining it through its proximate cause, for this pertains to 
Philosophy. I shall confine myself to discussing what the method demands; that 
is, what are the circumstances with which the fictitious, the false, and the doubt- 
ful perception are concerned, and how we may be delivered from each of them. 
Let our first inquiry, then, deal with the fictitious idea. 

52 Every perception has for its object either a thing considered as existing or solely 
the essence of a thing. Now since in most cases fictions are concerned with things 
considered as existing, I shall deal first with that situation— that is, where the ex- 
istence of some action is the sole object of the fiction, and the thing which is sup- 
posed to be so acting is comprehensible by intellect, or is posited as such. For 
example, I make up the idea that Peter, whom I well know, is on his way home, 
is coming to visit me, or the 1 ike. q Here I ask, with what is such an idea concerned? 
I see that it is concerned only with what is possible, not with what is necessary, 
nor with what is impossible. 

53 I call a thing impossible if its nature implies that it would be a contradiction 
for it to exist; necessary, if its nature implies that it would be a contradiction for it 
not to exist; and possible, if, by its very nature, neither its existence nor its nonex- 
istence implies a contradiction, the necessity or impossibility of its existence 
being dependent on causes which are unknown to us while we are assuming its 
existence. So if its necessity or impossibility, which are dependent on external 
causes, were known to us, it could not then be for us the subject of any fiction. 

54 Hence it follows that if there is a God, or some omniscient being, such a be- 
ing cannot engage in any fiction. For in our own case, knowing as I do that I ex- 
ist/ my existence or nonexistence cannot be a matter of fiction for me; nor again 
can I engage in the fiction of an elephant that can pass through the eye of a nee- 
dle; nor, knowing the nature of God/ can his existence or nonexistence be a mat- 



See later on what we shall have to say about hypotheses These are clearly understood by us, but the 
fiction consists in our saying that the hypotheses are actually true of the heavenly bodies 
r Since a thing, when once it is understood, manifests itself, we need only an example without fur- 
ther proof. The same is true of its contradictory, which needs only to be examined to expose its fal- 
sity, as will later become clear when we shall be discussing the fiction that concerns essence. 
s Note that, although many may say that they doubt the existence of God, they have in mind noth- 
ing but a word, or some fictitious idea they call God This does not accord with the nature of God, 
as I shall later demonstrate in its proper place 
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ter of fiction for me. The same applies to the Chimera, whose nature implies its 
nonexistence. From this it is evident, as I have said, that eternal truths do not al- 
low of the fiction of which we are here speaking. 1 

But before proceeding further, I must first observe in passing that the differ- 55 
ence between the essence of one thing and the essence of another thing is the 
same as that which holds between the actuality or existence of the one thing and 
the actuality or existence of the other. So if we were to conceive the existence of 
Adam, for example, under the general category of existence, this would be the 
same as if, to conceive his essence, we were to focus our attention on the nature 
of being, so that we end up by defining Adam as a being. Thus the more gener- 
ally existence is conceived, the more confusedly it is conceived and the more read- 
ily it can be ascribed to any one thing. Conversely, the more singularly existence 
is conceived, the more clearly it is then understood, and the less likely we are to 
ascribe it (when we are not attending to the order of Nature) to anything other 
than the thing itself. This is worth noting. 

We must now proceed to consider those cases which are loosely called fictions 56 
in common parlance even though we clearly understand that the reality is not as 
we feign it to be. For example, although I know that the earth is round, nothing 
prevents my saying to somebody that the earth is a hemisphere, like half an or- 
ange on a plate, or saying that the sun moves round the earth, and the like. If we 
consider thesecases, we shall find nothing that is not consistent with what we have 
already said, provided that we note that, first, we have occasionally fallen into er- 
rors of which we are now conscious; and second, that we can entertain the ficti- 
tious idea, or at least the thought, that others have fallen into the same error, or 
may so do, as we once did. This fiction, I say, is feasible for us as long as we see 
no impossibility and no necessity therein. So when I say to somebody that the 
earth is not round, and the like, I do no more than to recall to mind an error which 
I perchance have made, or into which I might have fallen, and thereafter I feign, 
or think, that the person to whom I tell this is as yet a victim of this same error or 
is capable of falling into it. As I have said, I can engage in this fiction only as long 
as I see that no impossibility and no necessity lies therein. For had I understood 
this to be so, there would have been no room whatsoever for fiction, and it would 
have to be said that I had done no more than utter words. 

It remains for us now furthermore to consider the kind of suppositions that are 57 
made in connection with problems: for these, too, not infrequently involve im- 
possibilities. For example, we may say, “Let us suppose that this burning candle 
is not now burning,” or “Let us suppose that it is burning in some imaginary space 
where there are no bodies.” Such suppositions are quite commonly made, al- 
though the latter example is obviously understood to be impossible. But in such 



1 I shall also presently demonstrate that eternal truths do not admit of fiction of any kind. By an eter- 
nal truth I mean one which, if it is affirmative, will never be able to be negative. Thus it is a first 
and eternal truth that ‘God is,’ but that ‘Adam thinks’ is not an eternal truth That 'there is no 
Chimera’ is an eternal truth, but not that ‘Adam does not think ’ 




16 Treatise on the Emendation of the Intellect 



cases there is no question of fiction. In the first case I have done no more than re- 
call to memory u another candle which was not burning (or I have conceived this 
candle without a flame), and my thoughts of the latter candle I now transfer to 
the former, dismissing the flame from my mind. In the second case I merely with- 
draw my thoughts from the surrounding bodies so that the mind concentrates its 
attention on the candle alone, regarded in itself. This leads to the conclusion that 
the candle contains in itself no cause for its own destruction, so that, if there were 
no surrounding bodies, this candle and likewise its flame would remain im- 
mutable, or some such conclusion. Here, then, there is no question of fiction; 
there are really mere assertions/ and no more. 

58 Let us now pass on to those fictions which are concerned either with essences 
alone or with essences combined with some actuality or existence. With regard 
to these it must especially be noted that, the less the mind understands while yet 
perceiving more things, the greater its capacity to form fictions; and the more it 
understands, the less its capacity to form fictions. For example, just as we saw 
above that while we are actually thinking, it cannot be for us a fictional idea that 
we are thinking or not thinking, so too, when we have come to know the nature 
of body, we cannot entertain the idea of an infinite fly; or when we have come to 
know the nature of the soul, w we cannot entertain the idea that it is square— 
though anything can be put into words. But as we have said, the less men know 
of Nature, the more easily they can fashion numerous fictitious ideas, as that trees 
speak, that men can change instantaneously into stones or springs, that ghosts ap- 
pear in mirrors, that something can come from nothing, even that gods can 
change into beasts or men, and any number of such fantasies. 

59 Someone may perhaps think that the limits of fiction are set by fiction, not by 
intellection. That is, when I have formed a fictitious idea and then, by some sort 
of freedom, assented to its existence in reality, this has the consequence that I can- 
not thereafter think it in any other way. For instance, when I have engaged in the 
fiction (to speak as they do) that body has a certain nature, and of my own free 



u Later, when we shall be speaking of fictions concerning essences, it will be manifest that fiction 
never invents or presents to the mind anything new, it recalls to mind only things that are in the 
brain or the imagination, and the mind attends to all these together in a confused way For exam- 
ple, the uttering of words and a tree are recalled to memory, and when the mind attends to them in 
a confused way without distinction, it forms the notion of a tree speaking. The same applies to ex- 
istence, especially when, as we have said, it is conceived in a very general way as entity, for it is then 
liable to be attached to all things that occur together in memory This is a very important point 
v This is also the case with hypotheses which are formed to explain the regular movements which ac- 
cord with celestial phenomena, except that, if the hypotheses are actually applied to the celestial 
movement, an inf erence is drawn as to the nature of the heavens, which may nevertheless be quite 
different. For one may conceive many other causes to explain these movements. 
w It often happens that a man recalls to mind this term ‘soul’ and at the same time forms some ma- 
terial image. Now when these two things are presented together in his mind, he is prone to think 
that he imagines and forms the idea of a material soul, failing to distinguish between word and re- 
ality. Here I ask my readers not to be too hasty to refute what I have said, which I hope they will re- 
frain from doing provided that they pay close attention to the examples, and also to what follows. 
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will I convince myself that this is so in reality, I can no longer entertain the idea, 
say, of an infinite fly; and when I have formed an idea of the essence of the soul, 

I can no longer conceive it as square, and so forth. 

But this view must be examined. First, either they deny or they grant that we 60 
have the capacity to understand something. If they grant this, then it must follow 
that what they say about fiction also applies to intellection. If they deny it, then 
let us, who know that we know something, consider what they are saying. They 
are in fact saying that the soul can be conscious of and perceive, in a variety of 
ways, not its own self nor things that exist, but only things that are neither in them- 
selves nor anywhere at all; that is, the soul can by its unaided power create sensa- 
tions or ideas which are not ideas of things. So to some extent they are likening 
the soul to God. Further, they are saying that we, or our soul, possess a freedom 
of such a kind that it can constrain our own selves, or the soul’s self— nay, it can 
constrain its own freedom. For after it has formed some fictitious idea and given 
assent thereto, it cannot think it or fashion it in any other way, and is even com- 
pelled by that fictitious idea to form all its other thoughts so as not to conflict with 
the original fiction— just as here, too, their own fictitious idea compels them to 
allow the absurdities which I am here reviewing. We shall waste no time on 
demonstrations to refute this nonsense. 

But leaving them to their delusions, we shall endeavour to draw from our dis- 61 
cussion with them something true and to our purpose, namely, that when the 
mind attends to a thing that is both fictitious and false by its very nature, so as to 
ponder over it and achieve understanding, and then deduces from it in proper or- 
der what is to be deduced, it will easily detect its falsity; x and if the fictitious idea 
is by its own nature true, when the mind attends to it so as to understand it, and 
begins to deduce from it in proper order the conclusions that follow f rom it, it will 
proceed smoothly without any interruption — just as we have seen that, in the case 
of the false fiction just mentioned, the intellect immediately applied itself to ex- 
posing its absurdity and the absurdities that follow from it. 

We need therefore be in no way apprehensive about engaging in fiction pro- 62 
vided that we clearly and distinctly perceive what is really the case. If we were per- 
chance to say that men are suddenly changed into beasts, this is a statement of a 
very general kind, such that there would be in the mind no conception, that is, no 
idea or connection of subject with predicate. For if there were such, the mind would 
at that time see the means and causes, the ‘how’ and the ‘why’ such a thing took 
place. Then again, no attention is given to the nature of the subject and predicate. 

Furthermore, provided that the first idea is not fictitious and all the other ideas 63 
are deduced from it, the hasty tendency to form fictitious ideas will gradually dis- 



Although I seem to infer this from experience, and someone may deny its cogency because no proof 
is attached, he may take this if he wants one. Since there can be nothing in Nature contrary to her 
laws and all things happen in accordance with her fixed laws, so that definite effects are produced 
by def mite laws in unalterable sequence, it f ollows that when the soul conceives a thing truly, it will 
proceed to produce in thought those same effects. See below, where 1 discuss the false idea. 
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appear. Then again, since a fictitious idea cannot be clear and distinct but only 
confused, and since all confusion arises from mind’s having only partial knowl- 
edge of a complete whole or a unity composed of many constituents— failing to 
distinguish between the known and the unknown, and also attending at the same 
time without any distinction to the many constituents contained in a single 
thing— it follows, first, that if the idea is of a thing completely simple, it can only 
be clear and distinct. For such a thing would have to be known not in part, but 

64 either wholly or not at all. Secondly, it follows that if a thing composed of many 
constituents is divided in thought into all its simplest parts, and attention is given 
to each part separately, then all confusion will disappear. Thirdly, it follows that 
a fictitious idea cannot be simple, but is formed by the blending of various con- 
fused ideas of various things and actions existing in Nature; or, as better expressed, 
fiction results from attending at the same time, without assent, to various ideas of 
this kind/ For if fiction were simple, it would be clear and distinct, and conse- 
quently true. And if it were formed from the blending of distinct ideas, their com- 
position would also be clear and distinct, and therefore true. For example, once 
we know the nature of a circle and also that of a square, we cannot compound the 
two and make a square circle, or a square soul and the like. 

65 Let us then once more sum up briefly and see why we need in no way fear that 
fiction may be confused with true ideas. For as to the first case we mentioned ear- 
lier, i.e., when a thing is clearly conceived, we saw that if the thing which is clearly 
conceived, and also its existence, is in itself an eternal truth, we cannot engage in 
any fiction regarding such a thing. But if the existence of the thing conceived is 
not an eternal truth, we need only to ensure that the existence of the thing is com- 
pared with its essence, while at the same time attending to the order of Nature. 
As to the second case of fiction, which we said to consist in attending simultane- 
ously, without assenting, to various confused ideas of various things and actions 
existing in Nature, we again saw that a completely simple thing cannot be the ob- 
ject of fiction, but only of intellect. And the same is true of a composite thing pro- 
vided we attend to its simplest component parts. Indeed, these things cannot be 
the subject of fiction involving any actions that are not true, for at the same time 
we shall be compelled to consider how and why such a thing came about. 

66 With these matters thus understood, let us now pass on to the investigation of 
the false idea so as to see with what it is concerned, and how we may guard our- 
selves against falling into false perceptions. Neither of these objectives will now 
afford us any difficulty after our investigation of the fictitious idea. For between 
these ideas there is no difference except that the false idea implies assent; that is 
(as we have already noted), while the ideas are presented to the mind, there are 
no causes presented from which it can infer (as in the case of fiction) that they do 
not arise from things extraneous. It is practically the same as dreaming with one’s 



y Fiction, considered in itself, does not much differ from dreaming, except that those causes which 
their senses present to the waking, from which they infer that those presentations are not presented 
at that time by things external to them, are not presented in dreaming Now error, as will soon be 
manifest, is dreaming while awake, and if it reaches a certain pitch, it is called madness 
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eyes open or while wide awake. Therefore the false idea is like the fictitious idea 
in that it is concerned with, or (as better expressed) has reference to, the existence 
of a thing whose essence is known, or it is concerned with an essence. 

The false idea that has reference to existence is emended in the same way as the 67 
fictitious idea. For if the nature of the known thing implies necessary existence, we 
cannot possibly be deceived regarding the existence of that thing. If the existence 
of the thing is not an eternal truth (as is its essence) and the necessity or impossi- 
bility of its existence depends on external causes, then follow the same course which 
we indicated in our discussion of fiction, for it can be emended in the same way. 

As for the kind of false idea that is related to essences, and also to actions, such 68 
perceptions are necessarily always confused, being compounded of various con- 
fused perceptions of things existing in Nature, as when men are convinced that 
divinities are present in woods, in images, in animals and other things, that there 
are bodies whose mere composition gives rise to intelligence, that corpses can rea- 
son, walk and speak, that God can be deceived, and the like. But ideas which are 
clear and distinct can never be false; for ideas of things which are clearly and dis- 
tinctly conceived either are absolutely simple or are compounded of absolutely 
simple ideas— that is, deduced from absolutely simple ideas. But that an ab- 
solutely simple idea cannot be false is obvious to everyone, provided that he knows 
what is truth or understanding, and likewise what is falsity. 

As to what constitutes the specific character of truth, it is certain that a true 69 
thought is distinguishable from a false thought not merely by its extrinsic relation 
but more particularly by an intrinsic characteristic. If an architect conceives a 
building in proper fashion, although such a building has never existed nor is ever 
likely to exist, his thought is nevertheless a true thought, and the thought is the 
same whether the building exists or not. On the other hand, if someone says, for 
example, that Peter exists, while yet not knowing that Peter exists, that thought in 
respect to the speaker is false, or, if you prefer, not true, although Peter really ex- 
ists. The statement ‘Peter exists’ is true only in respect of one who knows for cer- 
tain that Peter exists. 

Hence it follows that there is something real in ideas through which the true 70 
are distinguished from the false, and this must now be the subject of our inquiry 
so that we may possess the best standard of truth (for we have said that we ought 
to determine our thoughts according to the standard of a given true idea, and 
method consists in reflexive knowledge) and may get to know the properties of the 
intellect. Nor must we say that the difference between true and false ideas derives 
from the fact that a true thought is to know things through their first causes— 
wherein it would indeed be very diff erent f rom a false thought as we have ex- 
plained it above. For a thought is also said to be true when it involves as its object 
the essence of some basic principle which is uncaused and is known through it- 
self and in itself. 

Therefore the specific character of a true thought must be intrinsic to the 7i 
thought itself without reference to other thoughts. Nor does it acknowledge its ob- 
ject as cause, but must depend on the very power and nature of the intellect. For 
let us suppose that the intellect has perceived some new entity which has never 
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existed, as some conceive the intellect of God before he created things (a per- 
ception which obviously could not have arisen from any object), and that from 
such a perception it deduces other perceptions in logical order. All those thoughts 
would be true and would not be determined by any external object, but would de- 
pend entirely on the power and nature of the intellect. Therefore that which con- 
stitutes the specific character of a true thought must be sought in that very same 
thought and deduced from the nature of intellect. 

72 So to investigate this question, let us set before us a true idea whose object we 
are absolutely certain depends on our power of thought, there being no object to 
it in Nature; for such an idea, as is clear from what has been said, will more eas- 
ily enable us to pursue the enquiry we have in view. For example, to form the con- 
cept of a sphere, I invent a cause at will, namely, that a semicircle rotates about 
its centre, and a sphere, as it were, is produced by this rotation. Now this is, of 
course, a true idea, and although we know that in Nature no sphere has ever been 
produced in this way, this is nevertheless a true perception and a very convenient 
way of forming the concept of a sphere. Now, we should observe that this per- 
ception affirms that a semicircle rotates, an affirmation that would be false were 
it not conjoined with the concept of a sphere, or else with a cause determining 
such motion; that is, in short, if this were a completely isolated affirmation. For 
in that case the mind would not be extending its affirmation to anything beyond 
the motion of the semicircle, and neither is this contained in the concept of a 
semicircle nor does it originate from the conception of a cause determining the 
motion. Therefore the falsity consists solely in this, that something is affirmed of 
a thing when it is not contained in the conception we have formed of the thing, 
as in this case motion or rest is affirmed of the semicircle. Hence it follows that 
simple thoughts are bound to be true, such as the simple idea of a semicircle, of 
motion, of quantity, and so on. Whatever of affirmation is contained in these 
thoughts is coextensive with their concept, and extends no further. Therefore we 
may form simple ideas at will without any danger of error. 

73 It remains, then, only to inquire by what power the mind can form these sim- 
ple ideas, and what is the extent of this power; for once this is discovered we shall 
easily see what is the highest knowledge we can attain. It is certain that this power 
of the mind does not extend to infinity; for when we affirm of a thing something 
that is not contained in the concept we form of the thing, this indicates that our 
perception is defective, or in other words that we have thoughts or ideas that are, 
as it were, mutilated and fragmentary. For we saw that the motion of the semicir- 
cle is false when taken in isolation, but true if it is conjoined with the concept of 
a sphere, or the concept of some cause determining such motion. Now if it is in 
the nature of a thinking being, as seems apparently to be the case, to form true or 
adequate thoughts, it is certain that inadequate ideas arise in us from this, that we 
are part of some thinking being, some of whose thoughts constitute our mind in 
their entirety, and some only in part. 

74 But we have yet to consider another case, which was not worth raising when 
dealing with fiction, and wherein one can go far astray. This happens when cer- 
tain things presented in the imagination are also in the intellect; that is, are clearly 
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and distinctly conceived. For then, when the distinct is not differentiated from the 
confused, the result is that certainty, i.e., a true idea, is mixed up with the nondis- 
tinct. For example, certain Stoics perhaps heard the word ‘soul,’ and also that it is 
immortal, which things they imagined only confusedly. They also imagined, and 
at the same time understood, that the most subtle bodies penetrate all other bod- 
ies and are penetrated by none. Since all these things were presented together in 
the imagination and were accompanied by the certainty of this axiom, they forth- 
with became convinced that the mind consists of those most subtle bodies, that 
those most subtle bodies cannot be divided, and so on. 

But we are delivered from this error, too, as long as we make an effort to ex- 75 
amine all our perceptions according to the standard of a given true idea, being on 
our guard, as we initially said, against those perceptions that we have from hearsay 
or from casual experience. In addition, this kind of mistake arises from their con- 
ceiving things in too abstract a way; for it is sufficiently clear in itself that what I 
conceive in its true object I cannot apply to any other object. Finally, this mistake 
also arises from their failure to understand the primary elements of Nature as a 
whole, so that, proceeding without due order and confusing Nature with abstrac- 
tions (although these are true axioms), they fall into confusion and distort the or- 
der of Nature. However, if we proceed with the least possible abstraction and 
begin at the earliest stage from the primary elements— that is, from the source 
and origin of Nature— we need in no way fear this kind of mistake. 

As f or our knowledge of the origin of Nature, we need have no f ear of confus- 76 
ing it with abstractions. For when things are conceived in an abstract way (as is 
the case with all universals), they always have a wider extension in the intellect 
than is really possessed by their particular exemplifications existing in Nature. 
Again, since there are many things in Nature whose difference is so slight as to be 
hardly perceptible to the intellect, it can easily come about that they are confused 
if they are conceived in an abstract way. But since, as we shall later see, the origin 
of Nature can neither be conceived in an abstractor universal way, nor can ithave 
a wider extension in the intellect than in reality, nor has it any resemblance to 
things mutable, we need fear no confusion as to its idea, provided we possess the 
standard of truth as before shown. For this entity is unique and infinite; 2 that is, it 
is total being, beyond which there is no being. 3 

So much f or the false idea. It remains f or us to enquire into the doubtful idea, 77 
that is, to consider what are the things that can lead us to doubt, and also how that 
doubt may be removed. I am speaking of genuine doubt in the mind, not the sort 
of doubt that we frequently encounter when somebody verbally asserts that he 
doubts, although he mentally does not doubt. The correction of the latter is not 
the province of our method; rather does it pertain to an enquiry into obstinacy 
and its emendation. 



2 These are not attributes of God, displaying his essence, as 1 shall make clear in my Philosophy. 

* This has already been demonstrated above. For is such a being did not exist, it could never be pro- 
duced, and so the mind could understand more than Nature could furnish, which has been shown 
above to be false 
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78 Doubt, then, never arises in the soul through the thing itself which is the ob- 
ject of doubt. That is, if there should be only one idea in our consciousness, 
whether true or false, there will be neither doubt nor certainty, but only a certain 
kind of awareness. For an idea in itself is nothing but a certain awareness. Doubt 
arises through another idea, which is not so clear and distinct that we can infer 
from it any certainty as to the thing which is doubted. That is, the idea which 
causes us to doubt is not clear and distinct. For example, if someone has never 
been led, whether by experience or in any other way, to reflect upon the decep- 
tiveness of the senses, he will never entertain doubt as to whether the sun is greater 
or smaller than it appears. Hence country folk are frequently surprised when they 
hear that the sun is much greater than the earth’s sphere. But reflection on the 
deceptiveness of the senses induces doubt. b If, after being in doubt, a man ac- 
quires true knowledge of the senses and of the manner whereby through their 
means distant things are represented, then the doubt is in turn removed. 

79 Hence it follows that it is only when we do not have a clear and distinct idea 
of God that we can cast doubt on our true ideas on the grounds of the possible ex- 
istence of some deceiving God who misleads us even in things most certain. That 
is, this can happen only if, attending to the knowledge we have of the origin of all 
things, we find nothing there to convince us that he is not a deceiver, with the 
same conviction that we have when, attending to the nature of a triangle, we find 
that its three angles are equal to two right angles. But if we do possess such knowl- 
edge of God as we have of a triangle, all doubt is removed. And just as we can at- 
tain such knowledge of a triangle although not knowing for sure whether some 
arch-deceiver is misleading us, so too can we attain such knowledge of God al- 
though not knowing for sure whether there is some arch-deceiver. Provided we 
have that knowledge, it will suffice, as I have said, to remove all doubt that we may 
have concerning clear and distinct ideas. 

80 Furthermore, if anyone follows the correct procedure, investigating first what 
should be first investigated without any interruption in the interconnection of 
things, and if he knows how to define problems precisely before seeking to solve 
them, he will never have anything but the most certain ideas, that is, clear and 
distinct ideas. For doubt is nothing but the suspension of judgment in respect of 
some affirmation or denial which would be made but that something comes to 
mind which, being outside our understanding, must render imperfect our knowl- 
edge of the thing in question. We may therefore conclude that doubt always arises 
from want of order in the investigation. 

8J These are the matters which I promised to set forth in this first part of our 
Method. But to omit nothing that can advance our knowledge of the intellect and 
its powers, I shall add a few words on memory and forgetting. Here the most im- 
portant point to be considered is that memory is strengthened both by the aid of 
the intellect and also without its aid. As to the first case, the more intelligible a 
thing is, the more easily it is retained; the less intelligible, the more easily it is for- 

b That is to say, a man knows that the senses have sometimes deceived him, but he knows this only 
confusedly, f or he does not know in what way the senses deceive him 
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gotten. For example, if I give someone a list of unconnected words, he will find it 
much more difficult to retain them than if I were to give him the same words in 
the form of a story. 

It is also strengthened without the aid of the intellect, namely, through the 82 
force wherewith the imagination, or what is termed the common sense, is affected 
by some singular corporeal thing. I say ‘singular,’ for the imagination is affected 
by singular things only. For example, if someone reads just one love story, he will 
retain it very well as long as he does not read many others of the same kind, for 
then it flourishes alone in his imagination. But if he reads several of the same kind, 
he will imagine them all together, and they will easily be confused. I say ‘corpo- 
real,’ for the imagination is affected only by bodies. Since, then, the memory is 
strengthened not only by the intellect but also independently of the intellect, we 
may conclude that it is something different from the intellect, and that the intel- 
lect considered in itself does not involve either memory or forgetting. 

What, then, is memory? It is nothing but the sensation of impressions in the 83 
brain together with the thought of the determinate duration 0 of the sensation. 

This is further demonstrated by recollection, for in this the soul thinks of that sen- 
sation, but without the notion of a continuous duration; and thus the idea of that 
sensation is not identical with the duration of the sensation, that is, with memory 
itself. The question as to whether the ideas themselves undergo some corruption 
will be discussed in my Philosophy. 

If this seems quite absurd to anyone, it will be enough for our purpose that he 
should reflect that, the more singular a thing is, the more easily it is retained, as 
is evident from the example of the comedy just mentioned. And again, the more 
intelligible a thing is, the more easily it is retained. Hence we cannot fail to re- 
tain a thing that is most singular and sufficiently intelligible. 

Thus we have distinguished between the true idea and other perceptions, and 84 
we have established that the fictitious, the false, and other ideas have their origin 
in the imagination, that is, in certain sensations that are (so to speak) fortuitous 
and unconnected, arising not from the power of the mind but from external 
causes, in accordance as the body, dreaming or waking, receives various motions. 

Or if you wish, you may here understand by imagination whatever you please, as 
long as it is something different from the intellect, and the soul has a passive re- 
lation to it. It matters not how you understand it, now that we know that it is some- 
thing random, and that the soul is passive to it, while we also know how we may 
be delivered from it with the aid of the intellect. And so let no one be surprised 
that, without as yet having proved that there is such a thing as body and other im- 
portant matters, I speak of the imagination, the body, and its constitution. For, as 



But if the duration is indeterminate, the memory of the thing is imperfect, as each of us seems also 
to have learned naturally. For it often happens that, to confirm our belief in what someone is telling 
us, we ask when and where it occurred And although ideas, too, have their own duration in the 
mind, since we are accustomed to determine duration with the help of some measure of motion 
which also involves the imagination, we still do not see in memory anything which appertains solely 
to the mind 
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I have said, it matters not how I understand it, now that I know that it is something 
random, and so on. 

85 But we have demonstrated that a true idea is simple or compounded of simple 
ideas, and that it shows how and why something is the case, or has been so, and 
that its ideal effects in the soul correspond to the specific reality of its object. Th is 
is identical with the saying of the ancients that true science proceeds from cause 
to effect, except that, as far as I know, they never conceived the soul, as we are 
here doing, as acting according to fixed laws, a sort of spiritual automaton. 

86 From these demonstrations, as far as was possible in the initial stages of our en- 
quiry, we have acquired knowledge of our intellect, and such a standard of the 
true idea that we no longer fear we may confuse true ideas with false or fictitious 
ideas. Nor again will we wonder why we understand some things that do not in 
any way fall within the scope of the imagination, and why there are in the imag- 
ination some things that are completely opposed to the intellect, while there are 
other things which agree with the intellect. For we know that the operations by 
which imaginings are produced are subject to other laws which are quite differ- 
ent from the laws of the intellect, and that in relation to imagining, the soul has 
only a passive r6le. 

87 From this we may also see how easily those who have not made a careful dis- 
tinction between imagination and intellection may fall into grave errors, such as, 
for instance, that extension must be localised, that it must be finite, that its parts 
are really distinct from one another, that it is the first and only foundation of all 
things, that it occupies more space at one time than at another, and many other 
beliefs of this kind, all of which are completely opposed to truth, as we shall 
demonstrate in its proper place. 

88 Then again, since words are a part of the imagination — that is, since many of 
our concepts are formed according to the haphazard composition of words in 
memory from some disposition of the body— there can be no doubt that words 
no less than imagination can bring about many grave errors unless we exercise 

89 great caution in that respect. Add to this that words owe their formation to the 
whim and understanding of the common people, so that they are merely sym- 
bols of things as they are in the imagination, not in the intellect. This is evident 
from the fact that men have often devised negative terms for all those things 
that are only in the intellect and not in the imagination (e.g., incorporeal, infi- 
nite, etc.), and they also express negatively many things that are really affirma- 
tive, and conversely (e.g., uncreated, independent, infinite, immortal, etc.). d 
The reason for this is that the contraries of these words are much more easily 
imagined, and so they occurred first to the early generations, and they used them 
as positive terms. 

90 Furthermore, we avoid another frequent cause of confusion, one that prevents 
the intellect from reflecting on itself; viz., by failing to distinguish between imag- 



d We affirm and deny many things because the nature of words, not the nature of things, suffers us to 
do so, and in our ignorance of the latter, we may easily take the false to be true. 
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ination and intellection, we think that the things we more easily imagine are 
clearer to us, and we think that we understand what we imagine. Thus we put first 
what should be put later, and so the true order of procedure is reversed and there 
can be no legitimate conclusion drawn. 

To move on in turn to the second part 6 of this Method, I shall first set forth our 9 1 
aim in this Method, and then the means of attaining it. Our aim, then, is to have 
clear and distinct ideas, that is, such as originate from pure mind and not from 
fortuitous motions of the body. Next, so that all ideas may be subsumed under 
one, we shall endeavour to connect and arrange them in such a manner that our 
mind, as far as possible, may reproduce in thought the reality of Nature, both as 
to the whole and as to its parts. 

As to the first point, our ultimate aim, as we have already said, requires that a 92 
thing be conceived either through its essence alone or through its proximate 
cause. That is, if the thing is in itself, or, as is commonly said, self-caused, then it 
will have to be understood solely through its essence; if the thing is not in itself 
and needs a cause for its existence, then it must be understood through its proxi- 
mate cause. For in fact knowledge of the effect is nothing other than to acquire a 
more perfect knowledge of the cause. f 

Therefore, as long as we areengaged in an enquiry into real things, it will never 93 
be permissible for us to draw a conclusion from what is abstract, and we shall take 
great care not to mix the things that are merely in the intellect with those things 
that are in reality. The most secure conclusion is to be drawn from some particu- 
lar affirmative essence, i.e., from a true and legitimate definition. For, starting 
from universal axioms alone, the intellect cannot descend to particulars, since ax- 
ioms are of infinite extension and do not determine the intellect to contemplate 
one particular thing rather than another. So the correct path to discovery is to de- 94 
velop our thinking from the basis of some given definition, and progress will be 
more successful and easier as a thing is better defined. Therefore the whole of this 
second part of our method hinges on this alone: getting to know the conditions of 
a good definition, and then devising a way to discover them. I shall therefore first 
discuss the conditions of definition. 

Fora definition to be regarded as complete, it must explain the inmost essence 95 
of the thing, and must take care not to substitute for this any of its properties. To 
explicate this, passing over other examples so as not to appear bent on exposing 
theerrorsof others, I shall choose only theexampleof an abstract thing where the 
manner of definition is unimportant, a circle, say. If this is defined as a figure in 
which the lines drawn from the centre to the circumference are equal, it is obvi- 



e The principal rule of this part, as follows from the first part, is to review all the ideas which we dis- 
cover in us as originating from pure intellect, so that they may be distinguished from those we imag- 
ine. This distinction will have to be elicited from the properties of each, that is, imagination and 
intellection. 

f Note that this leads to the conclusion that we cannot properly understand anything of Nature with- 
out at the same time extending our knowledge of the first cause, or God. 
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ous that such a definition by no means explains the essence of a circle, but only 
one of its properties. And although, as I have said, this is a matter of little impor- 
tance when it is a question of figures and other mental constructs, it is neverthe- 
less a matter of prime importance when it is a question of physical and real 
beings. For the properties of things are not understood as long as their essences 
are not known; and if the latter are neglected, this is bound to distort the inter- 
connections made by our intellect which ought to reproduce the interconnec- 
tions of Nature, and we shall go far astray from our goal. 

96 So if we are to be delivered from this fault, the following requirements must 
be satisfied in definition. 

1. If the thing be a created thing, the definition, as we havesaid, must include 
its proximate cause. For example, according to this rule a circle would have 
to be defined as follows: a figure described by any line of which one end is 
fixed and the other movable. This definition clearly includes the proximate 
cause. 

2. The conception or definition of the thing must be such that all the proper- 
ties of the thing, when regarded by itself and not in conjunction with other 
things, can be deduced from it, as can be seen in the case of this definition 
of a circle. For from it we clearly deduce that all the lines drawn from the 
centre to the circumference are equal. 

That this is a necessary requirement of a definition is so self-evident to one who 
pays attention that it does not seem worthwhile spending time in demonstrating 
it, nor again in showing that according to this second requirement every defini- 
tion must be affirmative. I am speaking of intellectual affirmation, disregarding 
verbal affirmation, which, because of poverty of language, may sometimes be ex- 
pressed negatively, although understood affirmatively. 

97 The requirements for the definition of an uncreated thing are as follows: 

1 . That it should exclude every cause; that is, that the thing should need noth- 
ing else for its explanation besides its own being. 

2. That, given the definition of the thing, there should remain no room for the 
question: Does it exist? 

3. That, as f ar as the mind is concerned, it should contain no substantives that 
can be put in adjectival form; that is, it should not be explicated through 
any abstractions. 

4. And finally (although it is not really necessary to make this observation), it 
is required that all its properties can be deduced from its definition. 

All these points are evident if careful attention is paid. 

98 I have also stated that the best basis for drawing a conclusion will be a partic- 
ular affirmative essence. For the more individualised an idea is, the more distinct 
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it is, and therefore the clearer it is. Hence our most important task is to seek knowl- 
edge of particular things. 

As to the ordering of all our perceptions and their proper arrangement and uni- 99 
fication, it is required that, as soon as is possible and reason demands, we should 
ask whether there is a being— and also what kind of being— which is the cause of 
all things so that its essence represented in thought is also the cause of all our 
ideas. Then our mind, as we have said, will reproduce Nature as closely as possi- 
ble; for it will possess in the form of thought the essence, order, and unity of 
Nature. Hence we can see that it is above all necessary for us always to deduce 
our ideas from physical things, i.e.,from real beings, advancing, as far as we can, 
in accordance with the chain of causes from one real being to another real being, 
and in such a manner as never to get involved with abstractions and universal, 
neither inferring something real from them nor inferring them from something 
real. For in either case the true progress of the intellect is interrupted. 

But it should be noted that by the series of causes and real beings I do not here ioo 
mean the series of mutable particular things, but only the series of fixed and eter- 
nal things. It would be impossible for human limitation to grasp the series of mu- 
table particular things, not only because they are innumerable but also because 
of the infinite number of factors affecting one and the same thing, each of which 
can be the cause of the existence or nonexistence of the thing. For the existence 
of mutable particular things has no connection with their essence; that is (as we 
have said), their existence is not an eternal truth. 

But neither is there any need for us to understand their series. For the essences 101 
of particular mutable things are not to be elicited from their series or order of ex- 
isting, which would furnish us with nothing but their extrinsic characteristics, 
their relations, or, at the most, their circumstances. All these are far from the in- 
most essence of things. This essence is to be sought only from the fixed and eter- 
nal things, and at the same time from the laws inscribed in these things as in their 
true codes, which govern the coming into existence and the ordering of all par- 
ticular things. Indeed, these mutable particular things depend so intimately and 
essentially (so to phrase it) on the fixed things that they can neither be nor be con- 
ceived without them. Hence, although these fixed and eternal things are singu- 
lar, by reason of their omnipresence and wide-ranging power they will be to us 
like universal, i.e., the genera of the definitions of particular mutable things, and 
the proximate causes of all things. 

But this being so, there appears to be no small difficulty to surmount before we J02 
can arrive at the knowledge of these particular things. For to conceive them all at 
once is a task far beyond the powers of the human intellect. And, as we have said, 
theorder wherein one thing may be understood bef ore another is not to be sought 
from their position in the series of existing, nor again from eternal things. For in 
the latter case all these things are by nature simultaneous. Therefore we must re- 
sort to other aids apart from those employed in understanding the eternal things 
and their laws. However, this is not the appropriate place to give an account of 
those aids, nor do we need to do so until we have acquired a sufficient knowledge 
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of the eternal things and their infallible laws, and have gained an understanding 
of the nature of our senses. 

103 Before we embark upon an enquiry into our knowledge of particular things, 
it will be timely f or us to treat of those aids, all of which w ill serve to assist us in 
knowing how to use our senses and to conduct experiments under fixed rules 
and proper arrangement, such as will suffice to determine the thing which is the 
object of our enquiry. From these we may finally infer what are the laws of eter- 
nal things that govern the thing’s production, and may gain an insight into its 
inmost nature, as I shall duly show. Here, to return to our theme, I shall confine 
my efforts to setting forth what seems necessary to enable us to attain to knowl- 
edge of eternal things, and to frame their definitions on the terms previously ex- 
plained. 

J 04 To achieve this, we must recall what we said earlier, namely, that when the 

mind attends to some thought so as to examine it and to deduce from it in proper 
order what can legitimately be deduced, if it is false, the mind will detect its fal- 
sity; but if it is true, the mind will proceed fruitfully without interruption to de- 
duce truths from it. This, I say, is what our purpose requires. For our thoughts 
cannot be determined on any other foundation. 

105 If, therefore, we wish to investigate the first of all things, there has to be some 
foundation which may direct our thoughts there. Next, since method is reflexive 
knowledge itself, the foundation which is to give direction to our thoughts can be 
nothing other than knowledge of what constitutes the specific reality of truth, and 
knowledge of the intellect, its properties and powers. For when this is acquired, 
we shall have a foundation from which we shall deduce our thoughts, and a path 
by which the intellect, according to its capacity, may attain knowledge of eternal 
things, taking into account, of course, the powers of the intellect. 

J 06 But if, as has been demonstrated in the first part, it pertains to the nature of 
thought to form true ideas, we must here enquire what we understand by the fac- 
ulties and power of the intellect. Now since the chief part of our Method is to 
achieve a good understanding of the powers of the intellect and its nature, we are 
necessarily constrained (through considerations set out in this second part of our 

107 Method) to deduce these simply from the definition of thought and intellect. But 
so far we have not had any rules for finding definitions; and since we cannot treat 
of these rules without knowing the nature or definition of the intellect and its 
power, it follows that either the definition of the intellect must be self-evident or 
we cannot understand anything. But that definition is not absolutely self-evident. 
Nevertheless, since its properties— like everything we have from the intellect- 
can be clearly and distinctly perceived only if their nature is known, the defini- 
tion of intellect will become self-evident if we attend to its properties that we do 
understand clearly and distinctly. So let us here enumerate the properties of the 
intellect, consider them, and begin a discussion of our innate tools. 8 

JOS The properties of the intellect which I have chiefly noted and clearly under- 
stand are as follows: 



6 See above, section 31 
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1. That it involves certainty; that is, it knows that things are in reality as they 
are contained in the intellect in the form of thought. 

2. That it perceives some things, or forms some ideas, independently, and 
some ideas it forms from other ideas. To wit, it forms the idea of quantity 
independently withoutattending to other thoughts, but itforms ideas of mo- 
tion only by attending to the idea of quantity. 

3. The ideas that it forms independently express infinity, but determinate ideas 
are formed from other ideas. For if it perceives the idea of a quantity through 
a cause, then it determines that idea through the idea of a quantity, as when 
it perceives that a body is formed from the motion of a plane, a plane from 
the motion of a line, and a line from the motion of a point. These percep- 
tions do not serve for the understanding of quantity, but only to determine it. 

This is evident from the fact that we conceive these quantities as formed, as 
it were, from motion, whereas motion is not perceived unless quantity is per- 
ceived; and again we can prolong the motion to form a line of infinite extent, 
which we could not do if we did not possess the idea of infinite quantity. 

4. It f orms positive ideas bef ore negative ones. 

5. It perceives things not so much under duration as under some f orm of eter- 
nity, and as being of infinite number. Or rather, in its perception of things, 
it attends neither to number nor duration. But when it imagines things, it 
perceives them as being of fixed number, with determinate duration and 
quantity. 

6. The clear and distinct ideas that we form seem to follow solely from the ne- 
cessity of our nature in such a way as to seem to depend absolutely on our 
power alone. But with confused ideas the contrary is the case; they are of- 
ten formed without our consent. 

7. There are many ways in which the mind can determine the ideas that the 
intellect forms from other ideas. For example, to determine the plane of an 
ellipse, the mind supposes that a pencil attached to a string moves about 
twocentres, or alternatively it conceives an infinite number of points always 
maintaining the same fixed relation to a given straight line, or a cone cut 
in an oblique plane so that the angle of inclination is greater than the an- 
gle at the vertex of the cone. There are innumerable other ways. 

8. Ideas are the more perfect as they express a greater degree of perfection of 
an object. For we do not admire the architect who has designed a chapel as 
much as one who has designed a splendid temple. 

Other things that are referred to thought, such as love, joy, and so on, I shall not J09 
pause to consider; for they are neither relevant to our purpose, nor again can they 
be conceived unless the intellect is perceived. For if perception is entirely re- 
moved, all these are removed. 

False and fictitious ideas have nothing positive (as we have abundantly shown) no 
through which they are called false or fictitious; they are considered as such only 
from the defectiveness of our knowledge. Therefore false and fictitious ideas, as 
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such, can teach us nothing concerning the essence of thought; this is to be sought 
from those positive properties just reviewed. That is, we must now establish some 
common basis from which these properties necessarily follow; a basis which, 
when given, necessarily entails these properties, and which, when removed, re- 
moves them all. 

T he rest is lacking. 




Short Treatise on 
God, Man, and His 
Well-Being 



The Short Treatise on God, Man, and H is Well-Being is the second work of 
Spinoza’s early period. It was probably in hand by 1662. At the end of a long 
letter to Henry Oldenburg, largely taken up with Spinoza’s comments on 
scientific points in a recent book by Robert Boyle, Spinoza refers to a “ short work” 
that he has written on the question of the origin of things and a first cause; the 
letter (Ep6) was written in early 1662. In addition, there is a reference to a 
“ certain Dutch writing” that speaks of God as the whole universe, written by a 
Cartesian associated with Van den Enden, among others, in the journal of a 
Danish visitor to the Low Countries, Olaus Borch; the journal entry is for 3 April 
1662. It is tempting to take this Dutch work to be the Short Treatise, the only 
work of Spinoza’s written in Dutch. Some scholars also conjecture that the two 
Dutch versions of the Short Treatise are translations of an original Latin text by 
Spinoza, now lost. 

By 1662, then, Spinoza had sketched the main lines of the new view— his 
“philosophy” —about God, the human mind, and nature that he had referred to 
in the TIE. By this time, he had moved from Amsterdam to Rijnsburg, a small 
village just outside of Leiden, and enjoyed its relative solitude. Rijnsburg was 
known for its tolerance, and it was close to the university, where he had met 
friends and folk of common spirit, Adriaan Koerbagh among them. The Short 
Treatise, begun in Amsterdam, was continued in this new environment. It is the 
work of a devoted student of the Cartesian philosophy who was, at the same time, 
striking out on his own paths. 

The structure of Spinoza’s Ethics is already suggested in the Short Treatise. 

It begins with metaphysics and theology, turns to epistemology and psychology, 
and ends vnth ethics and religion. More precisely, Spinoza begins by proving 
God’s existence, eventually discusses the roles of the senses, reason, and the 
passions in human conduct, and concludes with a eulogy to the life devoted to 
the love of God, to knownng God and achieving a comprehensive scientific- 
philosophical understanding of Nature. Like the earlierTIE, the core of the 
Short Treatise is an ancient commitment to the life of eudaimonia, an 
intellectual life that satisfied the scriptural mandate to imitatio dei and the 
philosophical-Stoic desire for harmonious, natural living. But if the structure is 
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traditionally classical, the core that unites Spinoza’s classicism with his biblical 
affinities is the commitment to the identity of God and Nature. Virtually all that 
is novel in the Short Treatise flows from or at least circulates around this deep 
belief. 

Still the treatise leaves this commitment insufficiently grounded, and Spinoza 
came to realize this deficiency. Central to his naturalism, to his denial of free will, 
to his account of human emotions and action, the identity of God with Nature is 
a strong and determinative principle. It demanded justification and clarification 
beyond what it received, as did other claims, like the account of the difference 
between thought and extension and hence of the relation between mind and body. 
The overall character of Spinoza’s understanding of religion, metaphysics, nature, 
and ethics had taken shape, but its fine lineaments needed elaboration. The 
project occupied him in the quiet ofRijnsburg and the company of friends and 
colleagues. 

M.L.M. 
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Well-Being 



Previously written in the Latin tongue by B.D.S. 
for the use of his disciples who wanted to devote 
themselves to the study of Ethics and true 
Philosophy. And now translated into the Dutch 
language for the use of the Lovers of Truth and 
Virtue: so that they who spout so much about it, 
and put their dirt and filth into the hands of 
simpletons as though it were ambergris, may just 
have their mouths stopped, and cease to profane 
what they do not understand: God, themselves, and 
how to help people to have regard for each other s 
well-being, and how to heal those whose mind is 
sick, in a spirit of tenderness and tolerance, after 
the example of the Lord Christ, our best Teacher 
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Ethica or Moral Science 

Composed in Two Parts 

Which Treat 

L Of God’s Existence, and Attributes 

II. Of Man, with reference to the character and origin 
of his Passions, the use of his reason in this respect, 
and the means whereby he is educated to his 
Happiness and supreme freedom 

Also an Appendix, containing a brief account of the 
nature of Substance— as well as that of the human 
Soul, and its union with the Body 



Composed by 

Benedictus de Spinoza 
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Of the Following Two Books, Namely: 



The First Book 

Treating of God and What Pertains to Him, 
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He May Be in a Position to Become 
United with God 

[Preface] 

I. On Opinion, Belief, and Knowledge 

II. What Opinion, Belief, and Clear Knowledge Are 

III. The Origin of Passion. Passion Arising from Opinion 

IV. What Comes from Belief, and on the Good and Evil of Man 

V. On Love 

VI. On Hatred 

VII. On Joy and Sorrow 
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XI. On Derision and Jesting 
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FIRST PART 

On God 

Chapter I 
That God Exists 

As regards the first, namely, whether there is a God, this, we say, can be proved. 

I. In the first place, a priori thus: 

1. Whatever we clearly and distinctly know to belong to the nature 1 of a 
thing, we can also truly affirm of that thing. Now we can know clearly 
and distinctly that existence belongs to the nature of God; 

Therefore . . . 

Otherwise also thus: 

2. The essence of things are from all eternity, and unto all eternity shall 
remain immutable; 

The existence of God is essence; 

Therefore. . . 

II. A posteriori, thus: 

If man has an idea of God, then God 2 must exist formaliter ; 

Now, man has an idea of God; 

Therefore . . . 



Spinoza’s notes are indicated by numerals. Notes indicated by letters and enclosed in brackets are those 
of translator A. Wolf (main annotator for this work) and Michael L. Morgan. 

1 Understand the definite nature through which a thing is what it is, and which can by no means be 
removed from it without at the same time destroying that thing: thus, for instance, it belongs to the 
essence of a mountain that it should have a valley, or the essence of a mountain is that it has a val- 
ley; this is truly eternal and immutable, and must always be included in the concept of a mountain, 
even if it never existed, or did not exist now. 

2 From the definition which follows in chapter 2, namely, that God has infinite attributes, we can 
prove his existence thus: Whatever we clearly and distinctly see to belong to the nature of a thing, 
that we can also with truth affirm of that thing; now to the nature of a being that has infinite attrib- 
utes belongs existence, which is an attribute; therefore . . .To assert that this may well be affirmed 
of the idea, but not of the thing itself, is false: for the Idea does not really consist of the attribute 
which belongs to this being, so that that which is affirmed is [affirmed] neither of the thing, nor of 
that which is affirmed of the thing; so that there is a great difference between the Idea and the Idea- 
turn- therefore what is affirmed of the thing is not affirmed of the Idea, and vice versa 




